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Community-Based Educators in Schools, Freedom Struggles, and the Labor Movement,  
1953-1983 
 
Nicholas Albert Juravich 
 
In the early 1960s, civil rights organizers in American cities designed a novel response to 
the urban and educational crises unfolding around them: hiring local residents, primarily the 
mothers of schoolchildren, to work in public schools. Local hiring, they argued, would improve 
instruction, connect schools to communities, and create jobs. Working with allies in antipoverty 
programs and teacher unions, they created demonstration programs and pushed funding for them 
into federal law. American school districts responded by hiring half a million community-based 
paraprofessional educators between 1965 and 1975. Today, despite the waning of the movements 
that created their positions, over one million paraprofessionals work in public schools. 
“The Work of Education” explores the lives and labor of community-based para-
professional educators from 1953 to 1983. These educators took part in struggles to create their 
jobs, and once hired, they made themselves essential to students, parents, and teachers. They 
built on these classroom solidarities to secure and expand community-based educational work 
through unionization. Their campaigns transformed the social geography of public schooling and 
expanded the social welfare state in an era of scarcity. Their work generated new pedagogies and 
curricula, new models for teacher recruitment, and new opportunities for progressive politics and 
labor organizing in the 1970s. This project reveals a structural, job-creating side of the War on 
Poverty and an understudied legacy of black and Hispanic freedom struggles led by women.  
Community-based educators imagined a more equitable, democratic future for American 
cities. Their ideas and organizing strategies might yet inspire those who seek such a future today.
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It is impossible to come to the end of a research project about community-based 
educators without reflecting on my own educational community. I could not have written this 
dissertation without the guidance, support, and goodwill of a great many people, all of whom 
have given generously of their time and energy to help me along the way. I am profoundly 
thankful to have found so many people willing to support my own scholarly endeavor, and I 
hope that I will be able to repay these many favors by building new supportive scholarly 
communities in the future.  
As a dissertation advisor, Mae M. Ngai has modeled engaged historical scholarship that 
constantly inspires me to make my own work both rigorous and relevant. As a scholar of, and an 
organizer in, twentieth-century political and social movements, she has helped me understand the 
intricacies of these tangled struggles in myriad ways: introducing me to oral history narrators, 
sharing her own stories, and helping me to evaluate how my own assessments do, or do not, 
measure up to the lived experience of organizing. She has constantly brought me back to the big 
questions that animate this project: how the state and the economy shape opportunities and 
inequalities, and how people get together to do something about it. After studying activist 
educators for the past six years, I know how lucky I have been to be mentored by one. 
Ansley Erickson had only just arrived at Teachers College in 2011 when, on the advice of 
Elizabeth Blackmar, I appeared in her office doorway with roughly a million questions about 
paraprofessional educators. Since then, she has served as an invaluable and generous guide 
through the world of “history of education,” welcoming me into courses, workshops, and 
collaborative projects at Teachers College, while sharing recommendations for books, 
workshops, and fellowships in the field. I owe my participation in several formative scholarly 
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communities – including the Educating Harlem Project, the National Academy of 
Education/Spencer Dissertation Fellowship, the History of Education Society, and the New York 
University History of Education writing group – to her guidance and introductions.  
Alice Kessler-Harris introduced herself to me at the Labor and Working-Class History 
Association Conference in 2013, after hearing me present my dissertation prospectus. Her words, 
if memory serves, were: “It’s wonderful! It needs work, but it’s wonderful!” Since then, she has 
brought good cheer and incisive critique in equal measure to my chapters and outlines as they 
have evolved, always with the gentle reminder to say why something matters. She also welcomed 
me into her Social Rights After the Welfare State Workshop, which shaped my thinking on broad 
questions of social justice and welfare state programs in crucial ways. While this research project 
still needs work, it is far more wonderful today for her efforts.  
I found my way into Ira Katznelson’s world through his seminar on American Political 
Development, which I took in my first year at Columbia. Most graduate classes teach a great deal 
of content; this course taught an eclectic mix of political scientists and historians how to think 
analytically. Whenever I attempt, in my research, to hash out the exact processes by which 
something happened, I instinctively return to the diagrams, grids, and outlines that Ira drew for 
us on the board as he elucidated his own analytic process. It is no surprise that in his regular 
meetings over my drafts, I scribble a page of notes that serve as the structural backbone for the 
next round of revisions.  
Also in my first year, Samuel Roberts encouraged me to audit his undergraduate lecture 
course, “Black Urban Politics,” an invitation that opened up a series of ongoing and generative 
conversations. I first encountered several of the key concepts in this project – civil rights 
unionism, the hollow prize – in his course, and developed my understandings of them in 
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meetings with him as I shaped the prospectus that became this project. It is rare to go back to 
notes from an undergraduate lecture while dissertating, but in this case, it has proven essential.  
Beyond the committee that will review this dissertation (a quintet that never fails to elicit 
some variation of a “Dream Team” comment from fellow graduate students), my thanks are due 
to two other faculty members in the History Department at Columbia University. Elizabeth 
Blackmar ran the seminar in which this dissertation was born, and has kindly stayed in touch 
about it since. She took time to read the third chapter when I was struggling with how to narrate 
and analyze the key turning point in the project, and offered regular encouragement whenever 
our paths crossed on campus or in the corridors of Fayerweather Hall. Natasha Lightfoot’s 
“Resistance in the Black Atlantic” changed the way I think about resistance and social 
movements and gave me an analytic language to bring to my research. She has welcomed 
conversations about this in the context of my own project ever since. Her course, and her work, 
introduced me to the emergent field of Black women’s intellectual history, which has provided 
essential framing for this project.       
  Our graduate student community at Columbia regularly faces the challenges of New York 
City in miniature. In the midst of seemingly endless chaos, I have been fortunate to work among 
friends who will carve out crammed spaces and spare moments to make time for our work and 
each another. To the members of the Dissertation Support Group – Ian Shin, Kathleen 
Bachynski, Masako Hattori, Suzanne Kahn, J.T. Roane, Anna Danzinger-Halperin, Nicole 
Longpre, Daniel Morales, Mookie Kideckel, Clay Eaton, George Aumoithe, and many others – I 
couldn’t have done it without you. The same goes for the team at TC: Barry Goldenberg, Jean 
Park, Deidre Flowers, Esther Cyna, and Viola Huang have all offered support and kindness 
above and beyond what the interlopers from south of 120th Street have any right to expect. 
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Finally, a special thanks to those running companions – Jessica Lee, Keith Orejel, Noah 
Rosenblum, Allison Powers, Abram Kaplan, Colin Jones, David Marcus, and Wes Alcenat – 
who have rambled across upper Manhattan with me while hashing out ideas and dodging traffic.  
 Through a combination of good fortune and good friends, I have found my way into a trio 
of collaborative endeavors while at Columbia that have shaped my thinking as an historian and 
introduced me to new methods in research, digital scholarship, and public presentation. These are 
the Educating Harlem Project at Teachers College, the South El Monte Arts Posse’s “East of 
East” project, and the “Social Rights After the Welfare State” workshop at the Center for the 
Study of Social Difference. 
 The co-directors of the Educating Harlem project, Ansley Erickson and Ernest Morrell of 
Teachers College, took a chance on an untried graduate student when they welcomed me into the 
community of scholars contributing chapters to a book on the history of schooling and learning 
in Harlem. This dissertation has grown up with that project, and my chapter for the forthcoming 
volume served as a crucial testing ground for many key themes and ideas herein. In addition to 
the regular and generous feedback provided by the co-directors on this project, I am very grateful 
for the comments and suggestions of Daniel Perlstein, Tracey Steffes, Johanna Fernandez, 
Charles Payne, Heather Lewis, Marta Gutman, Esther Cyna, and Antonia Smith. 
 Romeo Guzmán wrote to me over the summer in 2013 to ask me to contribute a blog post 
to a digital reader he was building on the histories of South El Monte and El Monte, California. I 
knew nothing of either place and had never visited, but my first draft turned into a longer, more 
in-depth piece. It generated feedback from local residents just as the South El Monte Arts Posse, 
directed by Romeo and Carribean Fragoza, was building a cutting-edge and award-winning 
digital archiving and public history project, “East of East: Mapping Community Narratives in 
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South El Monte and El Monte,” in the San Gabriel Valley. Funded by a “History in Action” 
grant from Columbia and the AHA/Mellon Career Diversity Initiative, I spent two weeks in the 
San Gabriel Valley in January of 2015. Romeo and Carribean organized an intense program of 
events, oral histories, and document digitization, and fellow grad student and SGV native Daniel 
Morales hosted me in his home. In the course of two weeks, we wrote nearly a dozen blog posts, 
conducted 41 oral histories, held three community events, and spoke twice at local high schools. 
Much of graduate school is spent thinking, reading, and preparing to do history; with SEMAP, 
we DID history, and the process made me a better thinker, writer, and practitioner. 
 Shortly after she first read my work, Alice Kessler-Harris invited me to join her 
interdisciplinary “Social Rights After the Welfare State” workshop, whose Friday afternoon 
meetings became some of the most theoretically rich and challenging experiences I had in 
graduate school. I am grateful to have shared this space with several remarkable scholars of 
social rights and social justice, including Premilla Nadasen, Jennifer Mittelstadt, Mimi 
Abramovitz, Linda Gordon, Ruth Milkman, Frances Fox Piven, Bert Silverman, and many 
others. To our graduate student contingent – Suzanne Kahn, George Aumoithe, Anna Danziger-
Halperin, Jason Resnikoff, and workshop organizer extraordinaire Lindsey Dayton – I am 
indebted both for their insights and for camaraderie at workshops from New York to Paris.  
 Getting by as a graduate student in New York City often requires working one or two 
additional jobs. I was lucky to find work that, at least in part, helped me complete this project. 
Lisa Keller and Kenneth T. Jackson gave me an office at the Lehman Center in exchange for my 
work as a seminar assistant, a job that introduced me to many great scholars in its own right. 
Mary Marshall Clark hired me to conduct oral histories with the Institute for Research on 
Women, Gender, and Sexuality at Columbia, an experience that not only generated great 
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conversations with leading women scholars, but improved my oral history methods. Mary 
Marshall also led the remarkable 2014 Oral History Summer Institute at Columbia that helped 
me jump-start the interviewing phase of my dissertation research.  
 As I have delved into my research, I have been fortunate to find generous archivists 
lighting my way. AFT Archivist Dan Golodner went above and beyond in welcoming me to 
Detroit and guiding me through the immense collections he oversees. I am grateful, as well, to 
Dan and the entire team at the Walter P. Reuther Library for supporting my research with the 
Sam Fishman Travel Grant and the Albert Shanker Fellowship for Research in Education. Back 
home in New York City, Chela Weber and Kate Donovan made the similarly-vast records of the 
UFT easily available, while David Ment, Dwight Johnson, and Anna Ciepiela-Ioannides led me 
through the labyrinth of the municipal archives. At the Schomburg Center in Harlem, Steven 
Fullwood helped me think through the materials I found in Preston Wilcox’s Papers.  
Last but not least, Kate Adler at Metropolitan College of New York not only opened her 
college’s little-known but remarkable holdings to me, but also built a wonderful series of 
programs when I served as Scholar-in-Residence there. The faculty, staff, students, and board of 
Metropolitan College of New York welcomed me into their institution, which began as a pivotal 
training institution for community-based educators in 1964, and I was thrilled when Daniel Katz 
created this position for me, with the support of President Vinton Thompson and the tireless Kate 
Adler. Together with several other faculty, we put together a fabulous series of events, including 
lectures, roundtable conversations, and film screenings, which introduced me to many members 
of the MCNY community. For their leadership in arranging these events, many thanks are due to 
Erica Morales, Natasha Johnson, Beth Dunphe, and (of course) Kate and Dan. Board Members 
Alida Mesrop and Laura Pires-Houston (who appears in this dissertation as Laura Pires-Hester) 
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both welcomed me into their homes and shared their experiences with me in oral histories, and 
Dr. Pires-Houston offered comments at a fascinating roundtable event on the college’s early 
years, as well. These events also generated conversations with current students, including those 
working as paraprofessional educators, all of whom helped me connect past and present in my 
work. At MCNY, I owe a special debt of gratitude to Jinx Roosevelt, who had just completed an 
authoritative history of the college when I arrived. Jinx generously shared her research and 
findings with me, and we have joined one another on several panels and roundtables since.  
I am grateful, as well, to the faculty, staff, and students of the Harry Van Arsdale Center 
for Labor Studies at SUNY Empire State College, which currently runs career ladder programs 
for United Federation of Teachers paraprofessionals in New York City. Rebecca Bonanno and 
Brenda Henry-Offor invited Velma Murphy Hill and me to speak at their annual 
“Paraprofessional Symposium” at their Manhattan campus in 2014. Gina Torino invited me to 
give the same presentation to her Staten Island students, and invited me back for a workshop the 
following year. These events, more than any others, helped me to connect my historical research 
to the lived experience of paraprofessional educators today. These conversations have shaped my 
understanding of the work of education that paraprofessionals do, and enriched this project.  
 The History of Education Writing Group at NYU, helmed for years by Jon Zimmerman 
and today by Natalia Mehlman Petrzela, deserves special thanks for workshopping fully half of 
the chapters in this dissertation. For their comments and camaraderie, both at NYU and at HES 
meetings in St. Louis and Providence, my thanks are due to Jon, Natalia, Zoe Burkholder, Joan 
Malczewski, Brian Jones, Lauren Lefty, Dominique Jean-Louis, and Erika Kitzmiller.  
 Two major fellowships supported my research over a cumulative five years at Columbia, 
for which I am extremely grateful. I was a member of the penultimate class of Jacob K. Javits 
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Fellows from 2010-2014, a program whose abandonment by Congress in 2012 marks the sad end 
of an era and the ongoing devaluing of research and higher education by our politicians. In the 
2014-2015 academic year, I was very fortunate to be a National Academy of Education/Spencer 
Dissertation Fellow. This fellowship not only supported my research but also introduced me to a 
wonderful community of scholars at many levels through the program’s two retreats. For their 
time and support, I am grateful to Maris Vinovskis, Patricia Albjerg Graham, Nicole Joseph, 
Erika Kitzmiller, Michael Bowman, and Soo Hong.   
 I am indebted, as well, to a great many people who took time to chair, comment on, and 
attend panels and roundtables in which I have participated over the past seven years. Among 
those whose feedback has improved this project are Eileen Boris, Joseph Slater, William P. 
Jones, Amanda Seligman, Christina Groeger, Rudi Batzell, Barry Eidlin, Elizabeth Faue, 
Amanda Walter, Sonia Song-Ha Lee, Adam Nelson, Clarence Taylor, Crystal Sanders, Jon Hale, 
Mike Glass, Aaron Shkuda, Andrew Sandoval-Strausz, Nancy MacLean, Kelly Goodman, Emily 
Lieb, Julia Gunn, and Will Goldsmith. The Labor and Working-Class History Association 
awarded me one of several graduate travel grants in 2015, which allowed me to participate in a 
very rewarding session with Suzanne Kahn, Paul Adler, Lisa Levenstein, and Marisa Chappell.  
Across the research process, one group stands out as exceptional, even in this company. 
These are the women and men who have taken the time and energy to share their stories with me, 
even when these conversations bring back the difficult memories that accumulate in struggle. All 
of these narrators are listed in the bibliography; here, special thanks are due to Velma Murphy 
Hill, Marian Thom, and Aurelia Greene, who not only sat down with me but helped me find 
additional narrators, and to Shelvy Young-Abrams, Louise Burwell, Hope Leichter, and Mary 
Dowery, who made time to attend events, view exhibits, and read materials I produced, giving 
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me encouragement and assurance that indeed, my analysis of their stories rang true. I am mindful 
that all of these individuals have their own stories to tell, and can tell them well. Mine is not the 
definitive narrative, but a product of their generosity of spirit and steadfast effort on behalf of the 
movements and principles to which they committed their lives.   
 My mother and father raised me in a house full of books and arguments, and it is no 
surprise that I grew to love both. My mother, the local historian, imbued every rock, tree, and 
house that we passed with a story, and made the past exciting for me. My father, a scholar of the 
labor movement, taught me how these histories live on in the lives of working people. My 
brother and sister endured endless bouts of my youthful yakking, but they gave as good as they 
got, and years spent with them have made me a better, and a kinder, thinker and person. 
 Finally, through eleven years together, six years of marriage, and now nine months as 
new parents, Jean Seestadt has brightened my days as no one else can. Her mischievous humor, 
enthusiasm for long runs in any weather, and impatience with moping and self-pity of any kind 
are an hourly antidote to the anxieties and melancholy of graduate school. Throughout our nine 
years in New York City, she has built an artistic practice (perhaps the only intellectual pursuit 
more exhausting and less rewarding than writing a dissertation) that is unique, honest, 
thoughtful, and beautiful, and yet she has still somehow found the time to read every word of my 
writing and help me rethink my ideas to the point that, today, when someone asks what I’m 
working on, they are better off if she answers. This project exists in its current form thanks to the 
scholars and students who have guided me, but without Jean, it simply would not exist at all. As 
we raise our son Alden together, she reminds me daily that we must take our work as seriously as 
possible – to model commitment and passion for the babe, of course – but we must never take 
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Introduction: A Movement for Jobs and Freedom in Public Education 
 
“All Americans are the victims of our failure to distribute democratically the fruits of our 
abundance.” 
 
Bayard Rustin, Introduction, “A Freedom Budget for All Americans” 1966 
 
“This is really the civil rights movement, as far as I’m concerned. I mean, this is really helping 
people.” 
 
Velma Murphy Hill, Paraprofessional Organizer, 2011 
 
I. The “Triumph of the Paraprofessionals” 
On Monday, August 3, 1970, paraprofessional educators in New York City voted to ratify 
their first contract with the city’s Board of Education. As negotiated by their union, the United 
Federation of Teachers (UFT), the terms of this agreement included a 140-percent wage increase, 
health care, and the creation of a paid program of teacher training and career advancement for all 
“paras.” Writing in the New York Amsterdam News, the socialist civil rights organizer Bayard 
Rustin called the contract, one of the first of its kind in the nation, the “Triumph of the 
Paraprofessionals.”1 For comment, he turned to Velma Murphy Hill, the UFT’s lead 
paraprofessional organizer and Rustin’s protégé in the civil rights and labor movements. As Hill 
told Rustin, “Paraprofessionals, who have already demonstrated that they can contribute greatly 
to the education of children … are now guaranteed the opportunity to make an even greater 
contribution” to their schools, neighborhoods, and city.2 Both Rustin and Hill believed the 
contract represented a significant victory for the movements they had served for years. As Hill 
recalled in 2011, “this [was] really the civil rights movement, as far as I’m concerned.”3 
                                                
1 Bayard Rustin, “The Triumph of the Paraprofessionals” New York Amsterdam News, August 22, 1970, 4.   
2 Ibid.   
3 Velma Murphy Hill, Interview with the Author, November 7, 2011 (interview transcripts available from author).   
 2 
New York City’s paraprofessional educators organized amid a boom in public sector 
unionization, using the tactics and networks of the city’s black freedom struggle.4 Their 
campaign was also an early and influential effort to unionize a new class of jobs created by the 
War on Poverty.5 In Rustin’s estimation, the contract they won was “one of the finest examples 
of self-determination by the poor,” and it offered a pair of lessons for all parties concerned. First, 
the campaign demonstrated the possibility of renewed collaboration between the labor movement 
and the black freedom struggle. “The new contract,” he argued, “will help bring together the 
UFT and minority groups around the common struggle for better schools.” Second, by “putting 
millions of dollars in the pockets of the poor,” the contract did “more to combat poverty” than 
any other War on Poverty program. It provided living wages and job security to community-
based educators and formalized and legitimated the place of these black and Hispanic women in 
public schools and union halls. In doing so, Rustin argued, the contract was “a benefit not only to 
the paraprofessionals but to the entire society.” The campaign was “likely to be repeated in other 
cities as part of a nationwide struggle by low-income workers to achieve equality.”6 
Bayard Rustin had worked to build strategic alliances between the civil rights movement 
and the labor movement for decades. As an organizer of the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs 
and Freedom, he had helped push full employment and economic transformation into the 
                                                
4 On the rise of public sector organizing in New York City and the influence of the black freedom struggle on this 
labor organizing, see, among others, Leon Fink and Brian Greenberg, Upheaval in the Quiet Zone: 1199SEIU and 
the Politics of Health Care Unionism, (2nd Edition, Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2009); Joshua Freeman, 
Working-Class New York: Life and Labor since World War II (New York: New Press, 2000). 
5 On job creation in the War on Poverty, see Gretchen Aguiar, “Head Start: A History of Implementation” (Ph.D. 
Diss, University of Pennsylvania, 2012); Jane A. Berger, “When Hard Work Doesn’t Pay: Gender and the Urban 
Crisis in Baltimore, 1945--1985” (Ph.D., The Ohio State University, 2007); Michael B. Katz, The Undeserving 
Poor: America’s Enduring Confrontation with Poverty (2nd Edition, New York: Oxford, 2013); Crystal R. Sanders, 
A Chance for Change: Head Start and Mississippi’s Black Freedom Struggle (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2016). 
6 Rustin, “The Triumph of the Paraprofessionals” 
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mainstream of civil rights organizing.7 As a co-author of the 1966 “Freedom Budget for All 
Americans,” he had drawn up a massive program of public-sector job creation for this purpose.8 
In his eyes, the UFT’s paraprofessional contract represented far more than a raise for teachers’ 
aides. It was a blueprint for improving public education, building progressive political coalitions, 
and remaking the social welfare state and political economy of post-industrial American cities. 
The paraprofessional educators who fought for this contract remember it as a watershed, 
both in their own lives and in ongoing struggles for social and economic justice. Oneida Davis 
started as a para in the Bronx in 1967. She called the creation of paraprofessional programs “the 
best thing that happened” to public schools during the tumultuous years of the late 1960s. The 
work, she explained, was about “bringing the community together” because “that's what causes 
education to work.” As she recalled, the contract made a world of difference. By the mid 1970s, 
“a lot of people who were on welfare, who'd never had a job … their lives had totally changed.”9  
Maggie Martin found work as a para in Queens in 1968. The teacher Martin worked with 
had initially feared Martin would undermine her, and had actively ignored her in the classroom 
for weeks. After eight months, however, they reached an accord as working women. As Martin 
put it, “we all basically have the same interests, and we all want the same thing: a better life for 
our children and ourselves.” For Martin, the contract affirmed and institutionalized her classroom 
partnership. As she put it, “you’re in the same union, you’re here for the same purpose, and 
                                                
7 William P. Jones, The March on Washington: Jobs, Freedom, and the Forgotten History of Civil Rights (New 
York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2014). 
8 Paul Le Blanc and Michael D. Yates, A Freedom Budget for All Americans: Recapturing the Promise of the Civil 
Rights Movement in the Struggle for Economic Justice Today (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2013). 
9 Oneida Davis, Interview with the Author, September 3, 2014.  
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that’s to educate the children.”10 Both Martin and Davis became teachers themselves, climbing 
the “career ladder” that their contract had created.  
Shelvy Young-Abrams raised her children on a combination of welfare, domestic work, 
and factory labor before becoming a para and UFT organizer on the Lower East Side. She took 
strength from contract struggle. “We gave each other hope,” she recalled, “that there was a way 
out of this whole bondage that we were in, and that was by following the union movement. 
That's for all the minorities, Hispanics, Blacks, and all that, especially women.”11 Velma Murphy 
Hill, who worked closely with Young-Abrams, agreed. As she reminisced, “the experience 
organizing the paraprofessionals into the UFT was, I thought, a real experience in democracy.”12  
The remembrances of these African American women echo Bayard Rustin’s words in the 
Amsterdam News. They understood their campaign not simply as a successful fight for better 
wages, but as part of several connected and ongoing struggles for jobs and freedom. Their aims 
included educational equity, access to jobs and training, local control of the social welfare state, 
and a more progressive and integrated labor movement. Their recollections point the way to 
uncovering a hidden history of community-based educational work and activism that flowered in 
the hothouse of New York City in the 1960s and spread across the nation in the 1970s.  
When they won their first contract, paraprofessional educators had been at their posts for, 
at most, three years. The Board of Education had created these new community-based positions 
in the spring of 1967 in response to a decade of organizing by local civil rights activists, who 
were supported in their efforts by progressive educators, policymakers, and teacher unionists. In 
                                                
10 Maggie Martin, Interview with the Author, February 3, 2015.  
11 Shelvy Young-Abrams, Interview with the Author, September 5, 2014. 
12 Velma Murphy Hill, Interview with the Author, November 7, 2011. 
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New York City’s four major African American and Hispanic districts – the Harlem, the Lower 
East Side, the South Bronx, and Central Brooklyn – students languished in segregated, 
overcrowded, under-resourced schools, while their parents struggled in a segregated, 
deindustrializing economy. In response, local activists and organizers began promoting a way to 
address educational and economic inequality together: employing local residents, primarily the 
mothers of schoolchildren, to do the work of education. Community-based hiring, they argued, 
would improve instruction, connect schools to their surrounding neighborhoods, and create jobs 
and careers in areas facing rising unemployment. Beginning the late 1950s, a coalition of 
activists, antipoverty workers, and educators began to put direct pressure on the Board of 
Education to hire locally, and to experiment with such hiring in community organizations.  
After a decade of pressure, the Board began hiring community-based paraprofessional 
educators in the spring of 1967. The city paid for these jobs with monies from the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act of 1965. Passed as part of President Lyndon Johnson’s “War on 
Poverty,” the text of the new law reiterated the federal commitment to promoting the 
participation of poor people in the systems that governed their lives.13 The law, along with 
related legislation passed in 1966 and 1968, spurred a boom in local hiring that brought 10,000 
new educators into New York City public schools by 1970. Ninety-three percent of “paras” were 
women, and eighty percent were mothers working at the school their children attended. Half 
were African American, and forty percent had Spanish surnames. Federal regulations required 
paras to demonstrate a fifth-grade reading level and eligibility for welfare. City policy required 
                                                
13 Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965. Public Law 89-10, U.S. Statutes at Large 79 (1965), 27-58. 
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them to live in the neighborhoods where they worked. Eighty-five percent lived within ten 
blocks of their school and saw students outside of class regularly. 14 
Many of the first paraprofessional educators had been leaders in the struggles to organize 
parents and create these jobs; Oneida Davis, Maggie Martin, and Shelvy Young-Abrams had all 
been PTA presidents. In their new roles, as Velma Murphy Hill told Bayard Rustin, they 
“demonstrated that they can contribute greatly to the education of children” during the most 
turbulent years in the history of education in New York City.15 Activists and educators across the 
political spectrum remember this first generation of paras similarly. Bronx parent leader Aurelia 
Greene recalled that “they made themselves essential,” while Lower East Side social worker 
Mary Dowery believed “they demonstrated the need” for community-based educators. Brooklyn 
teacher and community organizer Albert Vann told a gathering of paras in 1976, “you made 
yourselves invaluable in the classroom.”16 When an independent consultancy reviewed the city’s 
paraprofessional programs for the Board of Education in 1970, they prefaced their report by 
writing, “Whatever may be wrong with the paraprofessional program in the schools of New York 
City, nothing could outweigh the overwhelming evidence we have found of its success.” 17 Paras 
had fought to create their jobs, and once hired, they worked tirelessly to realize their potential. 
To paraphrase E. P. Thompson: as a class of workers, they were present at their own making. 18 
                                                
14 All data and information on regulations from Henry M. Brickell et al., An In-Depth Study of Paraprofessionals in 
District Decentralized ESEA Title I  and New York State Urban Education Projects in the New York City Schools 
(New York: Institute for Educational Development, 1971). 
15 Rustin, “The Triumph of the Paraprofessionals.” 
16 Aurelia Greene, Interview with the Author, July 24, 2014; Mary Dowery, Interview with the Author, January 30, 
2014; “Paraprofessionals Form Committee to Confront UFT” New York Amsterdam News October 22, 1975. 
17 Brickell et al., An In-Depth Study of Paraprofessionals 
18 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York: Vintage, 1966).  
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 New York’s community-based paraprofessionals educators unionized with the city’s 
teacher’s union, the United Federation of Teachers (UFT), in 1969. They did so to make their 
jobs permanent, to make them pay living wages, to create opportunities for advancement within 
the educational bureaucracy, and to affirm their value and legitimacy in public schools. They 
also took up Bayard Rustin’s call to build a “nationwide struggle by low-income workers to 
achieve equality.”19 By 1975, over half a million paraprofessional educators worked in schools 
across the United States, and paraprofessional organizing in New York City had become a 
national model, inspiring assertions of “para power!” in cities and towns across the country. 20 As 
the American Federation of Teachers declared in 1973, “the paraprofessional movement is a 
nationwide phenomenon … paraprofessionals are here to stay.” 21 
Even in the heyday of this nationwide “paraprofessional movement,” community-based 
educators rarely made headlines. However, their labor in classrooms, neighborhoods, and union 
halls transformed the social and institutional geography of public schooling in American cities. 
This work changed the course of the black freedom struggle, public education, antipoverty 
policy, and labor organizing over two decades. In doing so, it created opportunities for education, 
employment, and political action that continue to shape these cities.  
In addition to the material gains they made, these educators and their allies articulated 
broad new visions for the work of education in the post-industrial city, with a new working class 
– no longer white, male, or industrial – at its center. The work of community-based education 
                                                
19 Rustin, “The Triumph of the Paraprofessionals” 
20 Alan Gartner and Frank Riessman, “The Paraprofessional Movement in Perspective,” The Personnel and 
Guidance Journal 53, no. 4 (December 1, 1974); Flyer: “Para Power!” January 28, 1971. American Federation of 
Teachers Local 691: Kansas City Federation of Teachers Records, Box 10, Folder 21. Walter P. Reuther Library, 
Wayne State University, Detroit, MI (hereafter KCFT).   
21 Organizing Paraprofessionals: A Manual Prepared by the Committee on Paraprofessionals (American Federation 
of Teachers, Washington DC, 1973). 
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proved fertile ground for organizing and theorizing about the future. A wide range of 
community-based educators and those they worked with, from liberal union leaders to radical 
Black Power scholars, used paraprofessional programs to advance their political and economic 
agendas for the city and the nation. Even where their ideas diverged, this diverse supporting 
collation remained committed local hiring to improve schools and empower residents.  
These broad social-democratic visions of jobs and freedom were never fully realized, and 
they faded as the conditions and coalitions that supported community-based educational 
programs crumbled in the late 1970s. However, these ideas remain urgent, as do their 
implications for fundamental questions about schooling, organizing, employment and 
democracy. Who does the work of education, and with what legitimacy and credentials? How 
should educators and their unions relate to the students, parents, and communities they serve? 
How are opportunities, resources, and political power distributed by schools – and by extension, 
the state – and how can people organize to impact these processes? These are not new questions. 
They are exactly the questions that community-based educators and their allies grappled with 
five decades ago as part of a self-declared “paraprofessional movement.” 
II. Victories and Visions: Charting the Arc of the Paraprofessional Movement 
 This dissertation examines the lives and labor of these community-based para-
professional educators. It shows how they transformed public education, freedom struggles, the 
labor movement, and the social welfare state through their labor, and through alliances with civil 
rights activists, progressive poverty warriors, and teacher unionists. It is both a record of their 
unheralded achievements and a study of the capacious, if fleeting, visions and practices that 
sustained community-based educational work in the transformative period from 1953 to 1983.  
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In the first sense, this is the story of how nearly 1.2 million paraprofessional educators 
came to work in public schools today, serving a wide range of essential functions. These 
educators perform tasks ranging from individualized special education to bilingual group work, 
classroom assistance, and community outreach. This work remains a source of unionized jobs 
and access to on-the-job training for working-class women and men, particularly in Black and 
Hispanic neighborhoods. The labor of working-class people of color in public schools and 
teacher unions still offers opportunities for educational change and political mobilization today.  
However, the labor of community-based paraprofessional educators goes largely 
unrecognized and unmentioned in current discussions of educational practice and policy. This 
work continues to pay low wages, and no longer offers unbroken paths to teaching careers. With 
some notable exceptions, community educators no longer hold leadership positions in the 
vanguard of union organizing or grassroots freedom struggles. An honest accounting of this 
movement demands attention not just to the transformations these educators wrought, but also 
the limits placed on their labor. Both the changing political and economic conditions of the 
1970s and the shifting imperatives of the labor movement, antipoverty programs, and freedom 
struggles eventually undermined broad, transformative programs of community education.  
The second aim of this project is to chart the emergence, trajectory, and decline of a 
“paraprofessional movement” that was at once influential and incomplete. Community-based 
educators themselves organized and led this movement, but their strategies and practices were 
shaped by collaborations and conflicts within and between three constellations of actors and 
institutions. These constellations included 1) activists and organizers in the black freedom 
struggle and connected struggles for self-determination in Hispanic and Asian American 
communities, 2) liberal and progressive antipoverty professionals, including educators, social 
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workers, and policy scholars, and 3) organizers in the public sector labor movement, particularly 
teacher unionists.  
The political, economic, and social conditions of the mid-1960s brought these three 
constellations together to create and promote programs of local hiring. By the time New York 
City’s paras won their first contract, key players in each of these constellations agreed on the 
three general goals of these programs: improving instruction, connecting schools and 
communities, and creating jobs and careers in education. However, they disagreed on how best 
to achieve and order these goals, and how to convince their own constituencies to support them. 
Their coalition was always contingent, not a natural alignment of interests but the product of 
sustained organizing. As American cities underwent drastic political and economic changes in 
the 1970s, this coalition began to pull apart. Community-based educators continued to do the 
work of education in classrooms and neighborhoods, but they lost valuable allies in the struggle 
to sustain and expand their efforts. Studying the campaigns and victories of paraprofessional 
educators and their allies between 1953 and 1983 explains the existence and impact of 
paraprofessional educators today, in schools, neighborhoods, and teacher unions. Charting the 
arc of the paraprofessional movement – the alliances that sustained it and the vision and practices 
it generated – reveals a struggle for jobs and freedom that remains unfinished. 
While the “paraprofessional movement” was a national phenomenon, it was shaped in 
large part by experiments, organizations, and individuals from New York City. New York 
became a center of the movement for community education for two primary reasons: the city 
received an outsize share of early federal spending for policy experimentation, and its teaching 
corps was uniquely segregated by Northern standards.22 As a result of this segregation, civil 
                                                
22 On pioneering antipoverty efforts in New York City, see Tamar W. Carroll, Mobilizing New York: AIDS, 
Antipoverty, and Feminist Activism (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2015), Noel E. Cazenave, 
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rights activists in the city’s ghettoized districts – the Harlem, the Lower East Side, the South 
Bronx, and Central Brooklyn – sought to bring local people and perspectives into public schools. 
Local antipoverty programs, two of which became models for the federal War on Poverty, 
embraced created experimental programs of local hiring in these neighborhoods. Once the Board 
of Education began hiring paras, this workforce grew rapidly. By 1970, New York City 
employed more paraprofessional educators than anywhere else in the country in a wide variety of 
programs and schools. It offers an ideal setting in which to analyze a wide range of this labor.  
In addition, the ascendance of New Yorkers to leadership roles in national organizations 
within each constellation of actors meant that innovations and ideas developed in the city became 
national models. David Selden, a leading organizer of the UFT, became president of the 
American Federation of Teachers in 1968, and was succeeded by fellow New Yorker and UFT 
president Albert Shanker in 1974. The UFT’s organizing strategy for paraprofessionals, and the 
contract that it won, became the AFT’s model for a nationwide organizing drive in the that 
brought 100,000 of these educators into the union by 1988. Antipoverty scholars and 
practitioners from New York City, many of whom worked with Frank Riessman in the “New 
Careers Movement,” took on positions of national leadership in the Office of Education in the 
1970s. They built a “Career Opportunities Program” that funded, studied, and supported a range 
of highly effective demonstration programs that hired nearly 15,000 community-based educators. 
Preston Wilcox, a leading theorist and activist for community control of schooling in Harlem, 
founded a not-for-profit consultancy called Afram Associates in 1970 that advised participating 
                                                                                                                                                       
Impossible Democracy: The Unlikely Success of the War on Poverty Community Action Program (Albany: SUNY 
Press, 2007), and Michael Woodsworth, Battle for Bed-Stuy: The Long War on Poverty in New York City 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016). On New York City’s segregated teaching corps, see Christina Collins, 
Ethnically Qualified’’: Race, Merit, and the Selection of Urban Teachers, 1920 - 1980 (New York: Teachers 
College Press, 2011).  
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schools in another Office of Education program, Project Follow Through. In this capacity, 
Wilcox worked directly with schools in eight states, and became a national advocate for parent 
empowerment in federally funded educational programs across the country. New York City, 
then, serves both as a rich case study and as a hub of innovation with national influence.  
 “The Work of Education” examines the creation, evolution and impact of community-
based educational hiring programs in three sections, comprised of eight chapters and an epilogue. 
It shifts in scale from national policy debates to school-level interventions and back again in 
order to reveal the productive interplay between local struggles and practices and national 
developments in educational and employment policy.23 Throughout, it keeps the stories of 
community-based educators at the center of the narrative, while simultaneously locating them 
within a political and institutional matrix shaped by the black freedom struggle, the War on 
Poverty, and the labor movement, and the interactions between these three movements.  
Section I charts the rise of the paraprofessional movement in New York City from its 
emergence in freedom struggles and antipoverty programs to the high tide of paraprofessional 
empowerment in the first half of the 1970s. Chapter 1 introduces the three constellations of 
actors and institutions that envisioned and developed programs of community-based hiring in the 
late 1950s and early 1960s, all across the nation but particularly in New York. In the four largest 
African American and Puerto Rican districts in the city – Harlem, the Lower East Side, the South 
Bronx, and Central Brooklyn – parent and community activists insisted the Board of Education 
employ local people. They sought out partnerships with early antipoverty organizations in these 
neighborhoods to build demonstration programs that would show the value of local hiring, and 
                                                
23 As Michael Woodsworth explains in Battle for Bed-Stuy, examining the interplay between local practices and 
national policy reveals “just how creative ‘creative federalism’ could be.” (9) 
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they partnered with progressive and community-focused teachers in the UFT. Their efforts 
convinced the Board of Education to hire its first paraprofessionals in the spring of 1967.  
Chapter 2 uses oral histories and local archives to analyze the experiences and impact of 
the first generation of community educators in New York City schools in the late 1960s. Though 
educators, bureaucrats, activists, and unionists had coalesced around a general vision for 
community-based education, it was paras themselves who remade the work of education. While 
this work, and these workers, were locally-determined by design, this chapter analyzes three 
strategies paraprofessionals employed to succeed in their new roles: activist mothering, working 
women’s coalition building, and collective educational advancement. The UFT clashed 
repeatedly with black and Hispanic parent activists in these years, but in spite of this tumult, 
community-based educators “proved themselves invaluable” to teachers and parents alike. The 
solidarity they built on the ground set the stage for their push for a union contract. 
Chapter 3 analyzes the unionization of paraprofessional educators in 1969 and their 
contract campaign in 1970. Both of these processes were shaped by the most divisive teacher 
strike in New York City history in 1968, in which the predominantly white, middle-class UFT 
teachers shut down the schools for six weeks to protest the unilateral transfer of nineteen white 
teachers out of an experimental district for community control of schools in Brooklyn. The 1969 
unionization drive generated heated debates about who could define the terms, goals, and 
conditions of paraprofessional labor, and it ended with paras choosing to join the UFT in a close 
vote. Nonetheless, the Board of Education refused to bargain with paras, as it believed that they 
would not dare risk a strike that would infuriate their neighbors and could potentially expose the 
unwillingness of white rank-and-file teachers to leave work in support of paras. In response, 
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paras and their union organized a two-front campaign in communities and chapter meetings, 
demonstrating widespread support for their cause and winning their contract in August.  
Chapter 4 examines the triumphs and trials of community-based paraprofessional 
educators in New York City in the 1970s. The 1970 contract guaranteed living wages and job 
security for paras, which allowed them to continue and expand upon their important work in 
schools and communities. Unionization also prompted many paras to take on leadership roles in 
schools, churches, neighborhoods, and the union. The Board of Education partnered City of New 
York to create the promised “career ladder” program, which educated 6,000 paras every semester 
from 1972 to 1976. The chapter celebrates these gains, but it also contextualizes them in the 
newly decentralized school system, as well as the growing urban crisis, in New York City. 
Section II traces the impact of ideas, institutions, and practices that developed in New 
York City as they shaped community-based educational work across the United States in the 
1970s. Chapter 5 analyzes the American Federation of Teachers’ embrace of the UFT’s New 
York City campaign as a model for organizing in the 1970s and 1980s. Using organizers, 
materials, and ideas from New York, the AFT unionized over 100,000 paraprofessional 
educators by 1988. In each instance, unionization brought living wage jobs to families and 
neighborhoods on or near the poverty line, and secured the place of these educators in schools 
and unions, where they continued to advocate for students, parents, and community. While New 
York City served as the model, community-based education was a fundamentally local 
enterprise, and this chapter analyzes the different trajectories that paraprofessional programs and 
organizing took in cities across the country. The chapter also examines the tension between two 
competing visions for paraprofessional unionization that emerged within AFT: a liberal-
assimilationist vision focused on seamlessly incorporating paras into a teachers union, and a 
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civil-rights-unionist vision that saw this organizing as a path to social transformation, both within 
the AFT and in the wider world of school, work, and politics.   
Chapter 6 traces the evolution of the “New Careers” movement in antipoverty policy 
through the Career Opportunities Program (COP), a federally-funded Office of Education 
program that supported the hiring and training of nearly 15,000 paraprofessional educators 
nationwide. Run by policy scholars who launched their careers in New York City, the COP 
generated the most robust programs of community involvement and job training within the entire 
paraprofessional movement, and served as a model for many other programs. At its most 
capacious, the New Careers movement envisioned a socialistic public sector that would remake 
both the welfare state and higher education through job creation and training. However, the New 
Careerists lacked the political organizing strategies and savvy of their fellows in the labor 
movement and the black freedom struggle, and when funding ran out, the COP was shuttered.  
Chapter 7 examines programs of community education designed and led by the Black 
radical thinker and educator Preston Wilcox. Wilcox is best known for his advocacy of 
community-controlled schools in New York City, but throughout his career, he fought for the 
hiring and empowerment of local residents. Wilcox opposed unionization and professionalization 
for community-based educators, but he continued to promote local hiring even after paras joined 
the UFT. As a coordinator for the Office of Education’s “Follow Through” program for students 
in first, second, and third grades, Wilcox devised a program of “Parent Participation in Follow-
Through” that focused on local employment and empowerment. He advised dozens of projects in 
eight different states, and through prolific writing, traveling, and the hosting of an annual 
conference he became a leader in the Follow-Through program nationally. His self-described 
vision of “radical pluralism” guided a wide range of local parents in asserting their rights.  
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Section III examines the changes in politics and policy that weakened the coalition of 
grassroots activists, poverty warriors, and labor organizers that had supported community-based 
education, and ultimately brought an end to the transformative era of the “paraprofessional 
movement.” Chapter 8 focuses on events that took place in New York City, and also provides an 
overview of the national shifts in project funding, political support, and poverty knowledge that 
shaped this process. The epilogue briefly discusses the changes to this work in the decades that 
followed, noting both the extensive legacies of the paraprofessional movement and the potential 
for renewing its transformative elements in current practice and policy.  
III. Rethinking Recent History with Community-Based Educators 
 The “paraprofessional movement” improved public schools and transformed the 
relationships between these schools and the neighborhoods they served in the 1960s and the 
1970s. It created thousands of jobs in the process, and drove the expansion of the public sector 
labor movement and the social welfare state in American cities. How has this struggle gone 
unnoticed? The invisibility of the “paraprofessional movement” results from policy and scholarly 
frameworks that obscure the work of these educators, both in the present and in the past.  
Some New Yorkers reading the Amsterdam News in 1970 might well have been skeptical 
of Rustin’s optimism, and some historians today might feel similarly. Just two years prior, in 
1968, black and Hispanic parent-activists had clashed with the United Federation of Teachers 
over an experiment in “community control” of New York schools.24 In May of that year, a new, 
locally elected school board in Brooklyn had transferred nineteen white teachers out of their new 
district, asserting their right to choose their children’s teachers. The UFT had responded with a 
                                                
24 On the conflict see, among many others, Daniel Perlstein, Justice, Justice: School Politics and the Eclipse of 
Liberalism (New York: Peter Lang, 2004); Jonna Perrillo, Uncivil Rights: Teachers, Unions, and Race in the Battle 
for School Equity (Chicago: University Of Chicago Press, 2012); Jerald E. Podair, The Strike That Changed New 
York: Blacks, Whites, and the Ocean Hill-Brownsville Crisis (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002). 
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lawsuit, arguing that the transfers violated both their contract provisions and the basic rights of 
teachers. The local board did not relent, and UFT called three citywide strikes in the fall of 1968 
that closed public schools for six weeks. In December, as tensions mounted and the city 
government proved unable to broker a truce, the New York State Department of Education 
stepped in and cancelled the experiment, betraying and infuriating black and Hispanic parents. 
For many New Yorkers, the ordeal confirmed their mayor’s assertion – published in the 
introduction of a national report on “civil disturbances” in February of 1968 – that the city and 
the nation were in chaos, beset by political and social upheaval and “moving toward two 
societies, one black, one white—separate and unequal.”25 Renewing the city’s commitment to 
democratizing education and employment in this moment was, undoubtedly, a tall order. For 
historians looking back across the fiscal and political crises of the 1970s, the possibilities that 
Bayard Rustin suggested – new coalitions between the labor movement and the black freedom 
struggle, community involvement in urban education and governance, and a publicly-financed 
program of job creation and training – seem far too remote to warrant serious consideration.  
The weight of these histories of fracture and failure is compounded by the disappearance 
of progressive visions and practices of community-based educational hiring in our own time. As 
discussed in Chapter 8, the fiscal crises of the 1970s brought a new generation of politicians and 
policymakers to power in American cities. Led by Ed Koch in New York, they ushered in an era 
of “austerity politics”: slashing social services, subsidizing private development, and abandoning 
traditional allies in the labor movement and freedom struggles. 26 These politicians helped to 
                                                
25 Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders (New York: Bantam Books, 1968). Mayor John 
Lindsay served as vice-chairman of the Commission and is widely credited with writing the lines cited.  
26 Kim Phillips-Fein, Fear City: New York’s Fiscal Crisis and the Rise of Austerity Politics (New York: 
Metropolitan Books, 2017); Jonathan Soffer, Ed Koch and the Rebuilding of New York City (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2010).  
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usher in a new regime in educational and antipoverty policy that privileged cost-benefit analysis 
of performance, outsider expertise, and elite qualifications for employment, and undervalued the 
local knowledge and commitments to educational equity that community educators brought to 
public schooling. These shifts in policy and practice obscured the contributions of 
paraprofessional educators, and marginalized them as sources of ideas and innovation for public 
schools going forward.  
Put broadly, community-based educators have gone understudied because they do not fit 
neatly into the dominant narratives, periodizations and analytic categories historians and social 
scientists use to explain of the rise and fall of urban schools, the black freedom struggle, the War 
on Poverty, and the labor movement. Studying paraprofessional programs does not just reveal a 
fascinating and understudied series of projects and struggles to improve public schooling. 
Examining community-based education requires us to rethink the trajectory of social movements 
and political organizing in these years, and to reassess their impact on the state and society today. 
Despite a wealth of new scholarship documenting the complex creativity of African 
American protest, the traditional arc from integrationist Civil Rights to separatist Black Power – 
what Jack Dougherty calls the “abandonment narrative” – remains hegemonic.27 This is 
particularly true in the history of education and in New York City, where declension narratives 
from the 1964 school boycott for integration to the 1968 community control struggle – and 
                                                
27 Jack Dougherty, More Than One Struggle: The Evolution of Black School Reform in Milwaukee (University of 
North Carolina Press, 2004). On the breadth of Black struggles beyond the traditional civil rights – black power 
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Tomiko Brown-Nagin, Courage to Dissent: Atlanta and the Long History of the Civil Rights Movement (Oxford  ; 
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thence to decades of failed schools and fractured politics – continue to dominate scholarship and 
popular memory, despite some notable recent revisions.28  However, campaigns for community-
based educational hiring brought activists and organizers from across the political and 
ideological spectrum together. Traditions of community education long predate the 1960s in 
black and Hispanic communities, but the major demographic shifts of the postwar era, combined 
with New York City’s segregated teaching corps, gave these traditions new forms and new 
urgency in in the early 1960s.29 The coalition that supported community-based hiring included 
parent-activists pursuing a wide range of strategies for improving public education, including 
citywide integration, early forms of school choice, and demands for community control of 
schools. They were joined by organizers working on campaigns that ranged from radical 
programs of local empowerment to the desegregation of the municipal workforce. 30 
This coalition articulated many goals for community-based hiring: the desegregation of 
the educational workforce; the incorporation of local voices and cultures into pedagogy, 
curricula, and school governance; the presence of local parents in classrooms; and the bridging 
                                                
28 Among others, see Perlstein, Justice, Justice, Podair, The Strike That Changed New York, and Diane Ravitch, The 
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of barriers of class, race, language, and metropolitan geography between teachers and parents. 
This broad vision, and the alliance that nurtured it, deployed integration and community control 
as mutually supportive tactics, part of a broader process of democratizing access to the resources, 
opportunities, and legitimacy that schools provided, both to students and to the neighborhoods 
where they lived.31 As Russell Rickford writes, “the themes of self-government, equitable 
integration, relevance, survival, and cultural rebirth in African American philosophies of 
education” that emerged in the mid-1960s do not represent either a clean break or direct 
continuity between the eras and philosophies of Civil Rights and Black Power. Rather, they 
“suggest a vision of schools as sites of entry into the democratic order, and as a mechanism for 
rendering that order more hospitable to black folk and others on the margins.”32 Community-
based educational hiring represented both a valuable new point of entry into public schools and a 
new mechanism for transforming them.  
As these activists joined with nascent antipoverty initiatives, they created programs that 
confound traditional understandings of the War on Poverty. Critical appraisals have argued that 
War on Poverty programs stood outside traditional structures of municipal governance, thus 
rendering them impermanent and alienating potential allies in urban politics; that they focused on 
educational and behavioral approaches to poverty rather than creating jobs; and that they 
understood urban poverty as a product of impoverished places apart from the affluent city, 
thereby limiting the potential for structural change or systemic, citywide political mobilization.33 
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In response to persistent critiques that the War on Poverty “educationalized” social problems, 
this dissertation argues, in Miriam Cohen’s words, that paraprofessional educators and their 
allies did not separate the work of education from social welfare, and instead “used the American 
commitment to educating children in order to gain support for other state services.” 34  
Paraprofessional programs in education began as experiments, but the passage of the 
1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) provided funding that brought 
community-based educators directly into the massive municipal educational bureaucracy. In 
doing so, this educational War on Poverty legislation created hundreds of thousands of jobs in 
just over a decade, and made a permanent place for community-based educators in public 
schools. 35 The design of these jobs and programs challenged the definition of community 
educators’ neighborhoods as pathological, impoverished places. These programs also created 
avenues for paraprofessional educators to engage with citywide institutions and the opportunities 
they provided, including the public-sector labor movement and the City University of New York.  
In addition to revealing a structural side to the War on Poverty, these community-based 
hiring programs highlight an understudied but crucial role played by schools shaping the 
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distribution of employment opportunities, paths for political participation, and the process of 
community formation in the city. A wave of recent scholarship has revealed the constitutive role 
of schools in “making the unequal metropolis,” from the structuring of markets in land and labor 
to the formation, categorization, and legitimation of neighborhood-community units.36 “The 
Work of Education” shows how schools provided jobs, resources, and legitimacy not just to 
individual students through instruction, but also to the wider educational and social landscape in 
which those students lived through programs of community-based educational hiring.37  
The first community-based educators in New York were nearly all women and mothers, 
many of whom had been active in the struggles that created their jobs. These women led one 
front in the “War on Poverty from the Grass Roots Up” in New York City by engaging in the 
practice of “activist mothering”: the promotion of youth and community survival by women 
through the use of “indigenous knowledges” rooted in home, kinship, and community.38 Their 
efforts were part of a wider upsurge in organizing by poor and working-class Black and Hispanic 
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women in tenant activism, public health, and welfare rights.39  This organizing deployed the 
language of self-determination and community control of resources and systems that governed 
the lives of the poor, but it was not “separatist.” As Rhonda Williams notes, “black power” in this 
context meant making the state realize its “responsibility to black people and communities.”40 
This organizing was rooted in commitments to community that persisted even in the face of 
government abdication and popular condemnation. Community-based educators, like many 
woman activists, were “local people,” in Jeanne Theoharis and Komozi Woodward's definition  
(by way of John Dittmer). Here, local is not a geographical or parochial designation but rather “a 
political orientation, a sense of accountability, and an ethical commitment to the community.”41 
Elite War on Poverty rhetoric – even from liberal allies – described the neighborhoods 
where paras lived as places outside the city’s mainstream, isolated by cultures of poverty 
produced in matriarchal families, in need of outside help. “By making neighborhoods the main 
unit of analysis for theorizing social change,” Michael Woodsworth writes, “community-based 
reform ended up reinforcing the boundaries of impoverished, segregated urban spaces.”42 In 
community education programs, it was precisely the people who supposedly created these 
pathologies – mothers on welfare – who revealed the deep wells of knowledge, power, and 
potential in these neighborhoods for improving public education and fighting poverty, racism, 
and inequality. The historian Zaheer Ali uses the French geographer Michel de Certeau’s 
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framework to explain the spatial impact of activism. De Certeau writes  “space” is “practiced 
place”; Ali shows how Black Muslim activism made countercultural spaces out of ghettoized 
places by establishing new narratives and networks of people and institutions in Brooklyn’s 
Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood.43 Community-based educators refashioned segregated 
educational places – their schools and neighborhoods – into dynamic, educational spaces through 
their work in classrooms and communities. Their efforts transformed the social and institutional 
geography of public schooling and, in doing so, improved educational experiences for students, 
parents, teachers, and administrators.  
 In schools, community-based educators built solidarity with teachers across lines of race, 
class, and metropolitan space through shared experiences as working women.44 Paras were part 
of an intergenerational, cross-class variety of women’s activism that flourished in New York 
City in the 1960s and 1970s, within and beyond what is typically considered the “feminist 
movement” in these years. Scholars have shown how women’s solidarity sustained local 
movements for tenant rights and neighborhood restoration; in the case of community educators, 
these bonds laid the groundwork for the unionization drives that secured their jobs and vision. 
 The unionization of community-based educators is the most contentious part of this 
history. As state bureaucracies ballooned in the postwar era, public sector unions became the 
most dynamic and progressive forces in the labor movement, organizing over two million 
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workers in the years between 1960 and 1976.45 These organizing drives brought thousands of 
under-represented groups – the poor, African Americans, Latinos, and women – into the labor 
movement, and connected organized labor to social movements, including the civil rights 
movement.46 The organizing drives of community-based educators should be a major part of this 
story, but they are not. Rather, teacher unionism has been described as a process of 
professionalization at the expense of radicalism, in which white, male leaders consolidated their 
power through alliances with bureaucrats at the expense of the communities they served.47 The 
jealous defense of teacher professionalism and teachers’ rights, according to these scholars, 
paved the way for the explosive clashes between unions and communities in New York, Newark, 
and other cities. They also left teacher unions susceptible to political attacks, in which teachers’ 
union activity, particularly strikes, was constructed as action taken “against the public.”48  
 Such accounts cannot and do not explain how the United Federation of Teachers (in New 
York) and the American Federation of Teachers (nationally) came to embrace community-based 
educators. Nor does it explain how and why these educators chose to join teacher unions, or what 
they accomplished once they did. Examining the complex and changing relationship between 
paraprofessional educators and their union is essential to understanding both the possibilities and 
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limits that emerged for community-based educators beginning in the 1970s through to the 
present. As the fastest growing group of workers in the AFT, these educators are not a footnote 
to the story of teacher unionism, but a constitutive component of this movement over the past 
five decades. “The Work of Education” shows the ways in which these newly organized 
educators pushed their union to grapple with social movements in their own communities. It also 
analyzes the ways in which union membership constrained and channeled some of the more 
capacious and radical visions for community education and community-based educators.  
 Studying community-based educators reframes and reperiodizes the stories we tell about 
the rise and fall of public education, the Civil Rights Movement, the War on Poverty, and the 
labor movement. In doing so, this dissertation joins a recent spate of scholarship that has 
reoriented our perspectives on urban social movements after 1968, particularly in New York 
City.49 Scholarship on the 1970s and 1980s has primarily focused on the collapse of the “New 
Deal Order,” the rightward turn in American politics, and the rise of a market-based system of 
governance often described as neoliberalism.50 This scholarship is essential for understanding the 
rough terrain upon which progressive politics took place in these decades, but it runs the risk of 
obviating the possibilities for any such activity to have transpired successfully. By taking the 
organizing drives and community mobilizations of the 1970s on their own terms, and not as 
afterlives of midcentury movements, this scholarly turn allows us to see how organizers made 
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change even in lean times and under adverse conditions. It also reveals continuities between the 
efforts of these organizers past and present-day institutions and ideas.  
If the place-based politics of the War on Poverty ran the risk of reinforcing segregation 
and inequality, it is no surprise that much of this post-1968 activism has relied both on the re-
definition of these places and, simultaneously, on the crossing of boundaries to build coalitions.51 
These twin impulses – to remake places consigned to oblivion by revanchist public policies, and 
to connect these places to one another through a network of progressive activists – helped fuel 
the work of community-based educators in the 1970s.52 Deep connections to local neighborhoods 
formed the foundation of their contributions in classrooms and communities, while alliances 
built in union halls, citywide trainings, and higher educational settings helped sustain this work 
across time and space. These crossings and collaborations helped ensure that local places did not 
become isolated. They also attempted to resolve a fundamental tension in American education 
between what Michael Katz described as “democratic localism” and “incipient bureaucracy” or, 
put another way, the idea of the local school and the idea of the common school.53 Within a 
massive bureaucratized system in New York City, community-based education programs acted 
to “localize” education, to make every part of the school system – from pedagogy and curriculum 
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to governance and hiring policy – more responsive to community demands and needs. At the 
same time, the place of these educators within the education system positioned them to 
demonstrate to the wider city – and to the politicians, policymakers and labor unions that 
governed it – that their neighborhoods, and the students and parents who inhabited them, were 
not places and people apart, but active participants in the common project of building a future for 
their children, their communities, and their city.   
Paraprofessional educators articulated visions and strategies for the work of education 
that, at their most capacious, sought to address the problems of the postwar, post-industrial city – 
racism, poverty, unemployment, and inequality – as a cohesive whole. Through their work, they 
developed a place-based politics that did not stand outside the broader city, but acted as a 
gateway to political participation and democratic governance. As Stuart Hall writes, “the State in 
advanced industrial capitalist societies is not simply coercive … the State is also educative: It 
enlarges social and cultural possibilities; it enables people to enter new terrains” and “it is 
necessarily a contradictory site on which concessions have been won.” 54  Schools are sites of 
state power and state making, and efforts to transform the work of education are part of ongoing 
struggles by working-class people “to win from the state what was owed to them” and “to 
enlarge that aspect of the state.” 55 Paraprofessional educators won for themselves and their cities 
such an enlargement. The legacy of these community-based hiring programs is evident both in 
the continued presence of these educators in public schooling, and in the continued demand for 
an urban politics that is simultaneously responsive to local people and capable of building broad 
social movements and coalitions to make lasting political and institutional change.  
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IV. Para-What? A Note on Terminology 
One of the challenges of studying “community-based educators” is sifting through the 
multitude of terms used to describe the people who do this work. Both today and historically, 
they have been given many titles by schools and school districts, some of the most common of 
which are “teacher aides,” “teacher assistants,” “auxiliary teachers,” and “paraprofessionals.” In 
particular contexts, these educators may have many titles, as they work in a variety of specialized 
programs that include bilingual instruction, special education, and community outreach roles. 
When speaking of them in aggregate today, the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) refers to 
these educators as “paraprofessionals,” commonly shortened to “paras,” while the National 
Education Association (NEA) describes them as “Education Support Professionals” or “ESPs.”56 
The NEA also deploys the term “paraeducator” in its materials for these educators.57 
These terms and their evolution are not incidental to the history and politics of 
community-based education. The three constellations of actors and institutions that shaped 
community-based hiring – freedom struggles, antipoverty programs, and the labor movement – 
each developed their own language for describe this work and the people who did it. In doing so, 
they made claims about what this work should be, who should do this work and to whom they 
should be responsible. Contests over terminology could occasionally become explicit, standing 
in for broader debates about the nature and future of community-based educational work. 
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The earliest foundation-funded programs of local hiring, which served as precursors to 
community education in the 1960s, referred to these workers as “teacher aides.”58 As grassroots 
activists began to demand and experiment with local hiring in the early 1960s, they often referred 
to these workers as “parent aides,” as HARYOU did in its 1964 report, Youth in the Ghetto. 59 
The move was more than rhetorical; while the Ford Foundation’s experimentation had aimed to 
assist teachers, HARYOU hoped these aides would demand “what middle-class parents demand 
and obtain for their children,” and serve the children and parents of Harlem in doing so.60  
HARYOU’s report also contained another influential formulation. Writing broadly about 
the value of employing local residents in social service provision, social worker Laura Pires-
Hester described such workers as “indigenous nonprofessionals.” Pires-Hester’s framing 
suggested both that these workers stood outside the world of professional social service, but also 
that their “indigenous” qualities mattered. As she elaborated, “the use of persons only ‘one step 
removed’ from the client will improve the giving of service as well as provide useful and 
meaningful employment for Harlem’s residents.” 61  Pires-Hester’s use of “indigenous” in this 
context anticipated the intellectual formulations of Black Power in the late 1960s, which 
explicitly linked the anti-imperialist struggles of native peoples in Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America to the black freedom struggle in American cities. 62 Her formulation took on added heft 
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when Frank Riessman and Arthur Pearl chose it as the frontispiece for their influential 1965 
book, New Careers for the Poor: The Nonprofessional in Human Services.63 
Pearl and Riessman, though they quoted Pires-Hester, dropped the “indigenous” from 
their title. The key policy intervention their book added to the idea of local hiring was the 
creation of “career ladder” programs of the on-the-job training, Thus, the focus of their writing 
was on professional status, not indigeneity and its possibilities. Riessman, who quickly became 
the de facto leader of a “New Careers movement” in policy and politics in the late 1960s, shifted 
regularly between “nonprofessional” and “paraprofessional” as the latter term became ubiquitous 
in school systems and War on Poverty programs more broadly.64  
“Paraprofessional” – a vague, ungainly, six-syllable formulation that one scholar warned 
me would “put people to sleep” in this dissertation – came to serve as one of the dominant titles 
for community-based educators for two reasons. First, by virtue of its vagueness, it became a 
catchall category deployed by federal administrators to describe any sort of work in which local 
people worked alongside traditionally educated teachers, social workers, or health care providers. 
These jobs were typically federally funded but locally administered, and thus city government 
and local boards of education followed suit. 65 This act of bureaucratic definition was reinforced 
when teacher unions began organizing these workers. As described in detail in Chapters 3 and 5, 
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these unions had to simultaneously appeal to working-class Black and Hispanic educators and 
convince their middle-class, white rank-and-file teachers that bringing such people into the 
classroom would neither undermine teacher professionalism nor threaten teachers’ autonomy. 
The rhetorical and political solution for this problem – at a moment of incredible tension 
between teacher unions and the communities from which these new educators came – was to 
define “paraprofessionals” as teachers in training (David Selden, then the AFT’s president, 
reached this conclusion through a correspondence with Frank Riessman). The term 
“paraprofessional” served to remind concerned teachers that community-based educators were 
not professional teachers, while suggesting to these educators that they were partially-there, on 
the way to becoming professionals. War on Poverty programs had promised teacher training to 
these educators but almost never delivered. Thus, the offer of future professional status through 
training backed by a union contract was one of the key appeals that unions made to “paras.” 
The combination of bureaucratic inertia and the use of the term in union contracts 
ensured that “paraprofessional” would continue as a dominant descriptor of this work, but it did 
not resolve the debates about how to describe these educators and their work. While they had 
popularized it, Riessman and the New Careers movement shifted away from this language in the 
1970s, preferring to refer to these workers as “new careerists” or “new professionals.” Riessman 
had developed his ideas in conversation with grassroots activists in New York City’s antipoverty 
programs, and his rhetorical shift seemed to be, at least in part, a response to concerns that “para-
professional” could be seen as demeaning or belittling of the contributions these educators made.  
A publication of the “New York New Careerist Association” in 1970, titled “A Parent 
Guide to Community-Based Educational Workers in Schools” offered a frank assessment of this 
problem. “You are called a paraprofessional by teachers, by the unions, by trainers, by college 
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instructors … someone who helps the professional,” the introduction began. “But we find three 
things wrong with the label.” They argued, first, that “community-based educational workers” 
(their own proposed language) “do much more than help the teachers” – they “help the children 
learn.” They also argued that the term was problematic because these educators had not been 
given the chance to “define what you are, and include all that you are.” Finally, they argued, 
“the term ‘para-professional’ limits you, in your own eyes and in the eyes of the community.” 
Far superior was “community-based educational worker,” which describes “who you are and 
leaves lots of room for what you can do [all emphasis original].” 66 This particular document is 
discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4.  
The critique offered in this booklet reflected larger struggles between community 
organizations and the union over the allegiance of community-based educators that continued 
well into the 1970s. Preston Wilcox, one of the union’s fiercest critics, had called for training 
local residents as “foster teachers” at I.S. 201 in the mid-1960s. 67 As a sponsor of local hiring in 
Project Follow-Through programs in the 1970s, Wilcox created a role that he titled the “local 
stimulator.” 68 Local stimulators were employed with grant funding to serve explicitly as parent 
advocates in public schooling. Wilcox created this new position because, as he worried, 
“paraprofessionals hired by the school system usually become overt advocates for the system 
even if they are covert advocates for the children.”69 In Wilcox’s definition – which, 
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undoubtedly, would have alarmed conservative white teachers in Albert Shanker’s AFT – these 
educators were hired explicitly to act as parent tribunes in opposition to the elite prerogatives of 
professional teachers and administrators in public schooling.  
All of these terms, of course, appear in this dissertation. In order to strike something of a 
balance between them, I have modulated in my own writing between three terms, used as 
synonyms. I often refer to these workers as “community-based educators,” for two reasons. First, 
I describe these educators as “community-based” for the same reason Laura Pires-Hester’s 
described them as “indigenous”: to highlight the specific, and beneficial, characteristics of 
locality that these educators brought into public schooling through the practice of activist 
mothering. As discussed in the preceding section, for these educators, being “community-based” 
was more than a geographic fact. It was “a political orientation, a sense of accountability, and an 
ethical commitment to the community.”70 Second, I have shortened the phrase “educational 
worker” to “educator” in my usage because I believe it is important to emphasize that the work 
these people did was the work of education. Whether or not these workers trained to become 
licensed teachers, they were, undoubtedly, educators.  
I also regularly deploy the terms “paraprofessional,” “paraprofessional educator,” and 
“para.” I do so both because these are the most common terms for these workers and because the 
educators I interviewed all referred to themselves in this way. For some, “para” has become a 
term of endearment and pride, expressed in the phrase “para power!” at gatherings and in Twitter 
hashtags. For others, it is simply the title they were given and that they have used, even if they 
freely admit that it sounds, upon reflection, both unlovely and somewhat belittling. At a 
workshop I co-facilitated for UFT paraprofessionals on Staten Island in 2015, the other co-
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facilitator asked the group, point-blank, if they found the term offensive. A veteran para 
responded with a long sigh, a shrug, and an eye roll. “That’s what they call us!” she said, to a 
chorus of laughter and knowing nods and glances. If the term today sounds marginalizing, it 
reflects the lived experience of many of these educators in the age of austerity.  
Whatever they are called, this dissertation aims to show that these educators made an 
enormous impact on public schools, grassroots freedom struggles, the labor movement, and the 
social welfare state. The big claims of this dissertation are supported by big movements and big 
moments: contract victories, mass mobilizations, and huge programs of job creation. To truly 
understand this work and its impact, however, means diving down not just to the “local” level, 
but into individual schools and classrooms. The alienation that poor and working-class Black and 
Hispanic students and parents felt in public schools in the mid-1960s is hard to overstate; one 
observer described it me as “Kafkaesque” in an offhand comment years ago. Community-based 
educators remade these alienating places into intimate spaces of learning and community. This 
process is described in detail in Chapter 2, and it is captured in a comment the historian of 
education and former paraprofessional educator Clarence Taylor made in an interview. After we 
discussed the many ways that the language of “paraprofessionalism” served the interests of the 
UFT’s leadership – and, in Taylor’s estimation, sometimes served as a cudgel with which to 
police these educators – I asked him how he and his colleagues had described themselves. As he 
recalled, most paras in his school, when asked, said simply “we work with children.”71  
While the question of what to call the central actors of this dissertation presents the 
greatest terminological challenge, a few other decisions merit explanation. In referring to people 
who trace their ancestry to Latin America and the Spanish-speaking Caribbean, I have opted for 
                                                
71 Clarence Taylor, Interview with the Author, February 11, 2015.  
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“Hispanic.” While no longer current in scholarship, Hispanic was the default term in the 1960s 
and 1970s, and using it here serves to provide continuity and clarity between my sources and my 
own writing in the text. Where appropriate, I use more specific terms to identify people, such as 
the Puerto Rican parent leader Evelina Lopez Antonetty.  
The African American parent and community activists who organized in support of local 
hiring are described as they described themselves, as either black or African American. I refer to 
the broad movement of which they were a part primarily as the “black freedom struggle” in order 
to encompass a range of ideological and strategic positions across two decades that are 
sometimes periodized as separate moments in that struggle (the Civil Rights and Black Power 
eras, respectively). In the first three chapters, however, I also refer to this movement as the civil 
rights movement, in an effort to emphasize that campaigns for job creation, desegregation of the 
municipal workforce, and the creation of school-community connections were not the side 
project of a few zealous parents, but reflected central demands of this well-known movement.  
Finally, on terms, I have chosen to describe the connections and coalitions that 
community-based educators built with teachers in the classroom and parents in their 
communities as “working women’s solidarity.” Scholars including Stephanie Gilmore and Tamar 
Carroll have shown, convincingly, that the “feminist” movement on the ground in New York City 
was far broader and more diverse than earlier accounts of white, liberal, second-wave feminism 
suggested.72 However, the language of feminism (or womanism) almost never appears in the 
archives I used for this project. Nor did most of the women I interviewed use the term. Thus, 
while feminist analytics – and black feminist analytics in particular, including intersectionality – 
are essential for examining this solidarity, I have chosen to refer to it with language that rings 
                                                
72 Carroll, Mobilizing New York; Gilmore, Feminist Coalitions. 
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true to the worldviews of community-based educators and their allies. Few of them would have 
described themselves as feminists, but all of them identified as working women. 
V.  “Speaking for Themselves”: A Note on Oral History Sources and Method73 
  This dissertation is built on a wealth of archival sources mined from municipal and 
federal archives, labor unions, educational institutions, and the papers of well-known activists. 
However, early on in the project, it became clear that while I had access to a huge volume of 
published and archival material about community-based educators, the voices and perspectives 
of these educators were often difficult to locate, or fleeting, in these records. In search of 
community-based educators themselves, I turned to oral history.  
 The “first generation” of community-based educators and their allies, who went to work 
in their thirties in the late 1960s, are today in their seventies and eighties, if they are still around 
and willing to be interviewed. I was able to conduct twenty interviews with community-based 
educators and other participants in this history – teachers, social workers, and education scholars 
– while working on this project. Like most historians, I met potential narrators through a 
combination of good luck, persistence, what social scientists call “snowball sampling”: I asked 
people I interviewed if they had any friends or colleagues who might be willing to talk to me. 
This process created three clusters of narrators: a group of paras and organizers in the United 
Federation of Teachers; a group of paras and allies who had been active with the Morrisania 
Education Council in the South Bronx; and a group of educators who trained and worked 
through the Women’s Talent Corps, a training organization for paraprofessionals. I also made 
                                                
73 In an interview in 1985, Velma Murphy Hill noted that when she started organizing with paraprofessional 
educators “there were all these people speaking for paraprofessionals, but paraprofessionals weren’t speaking for 
themselves.” Velma Murphy Hill Interview, 1985, United Federation of Teachers Oral History Collection (OH 009), 
Box 2, Folder “Velma Murphy Hill” Tamiment Library/Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives, New York University, 
New York, NY (hereafter UFT-OH).  
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extensive use of three oral history collections: the United Federation of Teachers Oral Histories, 
collected for the union’s twenty-fifth anniversary in 1985; the American Federation of Teachers 
Oral Histories, conducted shortly thereafter by the same researchers; and oral histories and 
interviews of students and professors conducted in the 1970s and 1980s by Metropolitan College 
of New York, which began as the Women’s Talent Corps in the mid-1960s.74  
 By using the archives of these institutions, their own oral history collections, and 
interviewing narrators affiliated with them (in one instance, conducting an interview with 
someone who was previously interviewed by the UFT), I was able to generate productive overlap 
that shaped the questions I asked of all three sets of sources. As these clusters developed, it 
became clear that I needed to analyze and understand each narrative as a product of the cluster as 
well as the individual. In interviews, this meant listening for common themes and ideas, as well 
as probing these more deeply once I’d established trust. This was particularly true of my UFT 
narrators, who often told an “official” union story before opening up about the particulars of their 
own experience. I also benefitted from the connections between these people. Narrators would 
often refer to one another, and were glad to tell their own versions of stories that others had told. 
However, I realized early on that referencing between clusters was a delicate business: people 
associated with the UFT and Morrisania Education Council, for instance, loathed one another in 
the 1960s, and in many cases, still did. This forced me to find ways to ask questions abstractly, to 
allow each to respond to ideas and arguments raised by other clusters without fury.  
 Even with the addition of these oral history archives, I ultimately worked with the 
narratives of approximately fifty individuals. This not nearly a large enough sample size to make 
any quantitative claims. Nor is it representative of some archetypical paraprofessional 
                                                
74 On the Women’s Talent Corps, which became the College for Human Services and is known today as 
Metropolitan College of New York see Roosevelt, Creating a College That Works. 
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experience. Given the deliberately localized nature of this work, defining a “typical” community-
based educator would be a fool’s errand, but even so, the people I spoke to were, in many ways, 
exceptional. Those affiliated with the UFT had benefitted from years not just as paras but also as 
organizers, and espoused loyalty to the union in both its past actions and present stances (though 
not uncritically so, in some interviews). Those affiliated with Metropolitan College of New York 
were likewise committed to an institution with a particular vision, a training-heavy “evolutionary 
revolution” of social services from within much like the “New Careers Movement” discussed in 
Chapter 6. Finally, those who worked in Morrisania were close allies of Jerome and Aurelia 
Greene, who began their careers as parent activists with the Morrisania Education Council before 
becoming politicians and power brokers with significant influence in the Bronx.  
Rather than asking the same questions of each cluster, I tried to develop questions that 
played to their particular strengths: for instance, asking UFT organizers about the paras they met 
and the range of campaign strategies they deployed. I also tried to put these perspectives in 
conversation with one another as the project and writing progressed. It helped that I had worked 
in after-school programs with community-based educators for two years before starting my 
research, and thus understood and could relate to some of the more prosaic and arcane issues that 
these educators faced, particularly in dealing with administrators and the Board of Education.  
 To see what particular insights these oral histories offered apart from archival sources, I 
created a dissertation outline supported only by quotations from my interview transcripts. This 
forty-two-page document served as a streamlined source of quotations for writing, and it 
affirmed several findings from my archival research. However, it also served an analytic 
function, allowing me to see and draw out themes and ideas from these interviews more clearly. 
 40 
Chapter 2, which offers a detailed examination of community-based educational labor in 
its infancy, is perhaps the most reliant on these narratives. In writing this chapter, I developed 
three ways of thinking about the motivations and practices of these educators: activist mothering, 
working women’s coalition building, and collective advancement. All three categories are 
supported by theoretical literature and archival sources, but understanding them fully required 
listening to the voices of the women who did this work.  
To give one example, a majority of the paras and allies I interviewed claimed that most, 
or at least a great many, paras became teachers through career ladder programs. They claimed 
this, often, even if they themselves did not become teachers. This surprised me, as the record 
shows that barely five percent of paras in New York City became teachers, a fact that many 
historians have cited as evidence that neither the UFT nor the city truly were invested in paras.  
At first, I interpreted these statements as rose-colored remembrance or propaganda, but as 
I continued conducting interviews, I realized that paras were telling me something different. 
They celebrated the fact that community-based educators had been given the opportunity to 
become teachers. They overstated the results of this opportunity because it demonstrated, to 
many of them, the value and legitimacy of the work they did. Many of these women had been 
hired from the welfare rolls; as “welfare mothers,” state agents from social workers to teachers 
treated them as pathologized perpetrators of the “culture of poverty,” incapable of contributing to 
society. In a few short years, their work in schools, combined with community, teacher, and 
union support, had been recognized as essential, and a worthwhile first step toward becoming 
teachers. This realization also helped me understand why so many community-based educators 
fought for these opportunities, even when they benefitted only a small number of paras. 
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 Given the small size of my sample, and my own personal closeness to, and investment 
in, the work my narrators did, I faced a problem that oral historian Valerie Yow phrased as “do I 
like them too much?”75 Yow argues, in reply to her own question, “we have to be able to use 
subjectivity – both for narrator and for interviewer – in understanding social history because both 
invest events with meaning.” 76 While Yow’s article asserts the possibility of embracing 
subjectivity, the question of scholarly accountability still looms. Absent quantitative rigor or a 
“representative” sample for qualitative analysis, how can I know if my conclusions and 
abstractions from the lives of my narrators hold true? 
One way of answering this question, of course, is by putting these conclusions in 
conversation with other scholarship; the approach to local educational activism I observe in the 
lives and labor of community-based educators closely resembles similar observations made of 
similar interview subjects by Nancy Naples, Adina Back, Annelise Orleck, and other leading 
scholars of the practice “activist mothering.”77 Another strategy is making my conclusions 
available to my narrators, which I have done through a combination of public presentations, 
digital exhibits, lesson plans, and blog posts. Positive feedback from narrators about these 
products has suggested that my abstractions and analyses of their lives and labor ring true. 
 To test my conclusions about community-based educational work beyond the particular 
experiences of people I interviewed, I have also facilitated and attended workshops with active 
                                                
75 Valerie Yow, “Do I Like Them Too Much: Effects of the oral history interview on the interviewer and vice-versa” 
The Oral History Reader, Robert Perks and Alistair Thompson, eds. (2nd Edition, New York: Routledge, 2006)  
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77 Adina Back, “‘Parent Power’: Evelina López Antonetty, the United Bronx Parents, and the War on Poverty” in 
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and retired paraprofessional educators in New York City. As a facilitator, I bring my conclusions 
to audiences and receive direct feedback, some of it positive, some of it skeptical or critical. As 
an attendee at functions, I engage in “long running conversations” of the kind Gregory Mann 
describes in his methodological comments about conducting “low-impact” oral histories.78 These 
conversations hover somewhere between oral history and ethnography; I ask about experiences 
and recollections, but without a recorder, notepad, or any set script. While these experiences do 
not appear quoted or cited in the text, they inform my own sense of whether my claims about 
community-based educational work are reasonable, verifiable, and consistent.  
The final test of this methodology, of course, is whether the narrative and analysis that it 
produced convinces the reader. It is my sincere hope that what follows will accomplish that task.   
                                                
78 Gregory Mann, Native Sons: West African Veterans and France in the Twentieth Century (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2006). 11-13.  
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SECTION I: Making a “Paraprofessional Movement” in New York City 
How Community-Based Educators Transformed the Work of Education  
 
This first section explores the rise of the paraprofessional movement in New York City 
from its emergence in freedom struggles and antipoverty programs to the high tide of 
paraprofessional empowerment in the first half of the 1970s, after the landmark contract was 
ratified. The first three chapters illuminate the path from early ideas of community-based 
educational hiring to the signing of the contract. Chapter 1 analyzes the three constellations of 
actors and institutions that envisioned and developed programs of community-based hiring in the 
late 1950s and early 1960s. These efforts began as civil rights activists in American cities 
advocated for local hiring programs to address the urban and educational crises unfolding around 
them. Children languished in segregated, under-resourced schools while their parents struggled 
to find work in a segregated, deindustrializing economy. The popular “culture of poverty” thesis 
suggested these problems originated with matriarchal families in poor, nonwhite neighborhoods, 
but organizers turned this thesis on its head.1 They argued that cities could combat poverty and 
improve education by hiring local residents, primarily the mothers of schoolchildren, to work in 
public schools. Their vision rested on two principles: first, that public schools – and by 
extension, city governments – needed community support and involvement to succeed; and 
second, that schools could provide resources and opportunities not just to individual students, but 
also to the families and neighborhoods that collectively shaped the urban educational landscape. 
  These activists joined experimental antipoverty programs funded by philanthropic 
foundations and the federal government. There, they found receptive allies among an emerging 
                                                
1 The “culture of poverty” thesis was developed by the cultural anthropologist Oscar Lewis, but its most (in)famous 
re-statement in the context of the War on Poverty was Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s The Negro Family: A Case for 
National Action (Washington, DC: Department of Labor, 1965). On the behavioral interpretation of poverty that 
dominated elite circles in the 1960s, see also O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge. 
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multi-racial group of progressive scholars and practitioners of social work and education. 
Working with parents and activists in poor and working-class neighborhoods in the early 1960s, 
these practitioners began rethinking behavioral interpretations of poverty, and conceptualizing 
employment-based programs of intervention instead. Their ideas helped shape the legislation and 
administrative practices that created the first official programs of local hiring in public schools.  
 Teacher unions expanded rapidly throughout the decade, but their newfound power and 
defense of professional autonomy increasingly brought them into conflict with parent activists in 
Black and Hispanic neighborhoods. In local hiring and training, left-leaning unionists saw a 
chance to incorporate the voices, talents, and ideas of their students and parents in schools. Their 
advocacy within their unions led to a public embrace of local hiring, adding clout and legitimacy 
to campaigns to create new positions. In New York City, the combined efforts of local activists, 
progressive poverty warriors, and the UFT pushed the Board of Education to hire its first 
community-based paraprofessional educators in the spring of 1967.  
Chapter 2 uses oral histories and local archives to analyze the experiences and impact of 
the first generation of community educators in New York City schools in the late 1960s. Though 
educators, bureaucrats, activists, and unionists had coalesced around a general vision for 
community-based education, it was paras themselves who brought these programs to life. As a 
result of the hiring structure and requirements developed by federal and local officials, these 
women had deep roots in their communities. Now, they sought to realize the vision that they had 
fought for, classroom by classroom, school by school, block by block.  
These new jobs were explicitly gendered, and nearly all of the people hired to do this 
work were women and mothers. Activists had defined this work in concert with their ideas about 
women’s roles in neighborhoods and the freedom struggle. For bureaucrats and administrators, 
 45 
constructing paraprofessional work as women’s work allowed them to justify both low pay and 
“flexible” hours and hiring. These rested on false presumptions that women were neither primary 
breadwinners nor primarily motivated by profit. In the tense political climate of the late sixties, 
the UFT and the Board also cited paras’ gender to imply they were less susceptible to radicalism 
than male-led parent-activist groups seeking community control of schools. Thus, from the 
outset, the intersecting dynamics of race, class, credentialing, and gender militated against living 
wages and access to authority in the school system for these new educators.  
However, community-based educators seized the openings these programs offered to 
reshape the social and institutional geography of education from the ground up. As one Bronx 
activist explained years later, paras “made themselves essential” to students, parents, teachers 
and administrators.2 As women and mothers, they practiced “activist mothering” in 
contravention of official expectations. In classrooms, this included working individually and in 
small groups with students, acting as friendly faces and relatable role models, and creating some 
of the first bilingual and culturally relevant curricula in the city. In communities, paras served as 
conduits between schools and neighborhoods: translating at parent-teacher conferences, sharing 
deadlines and policies with their neighbors, and advocating for parent needs and demands in 
faculty lounges and principals’ offices. Their labor offered a stinging rebuke to the culture of 
poverty thesis and its contention that “matriarchal” non-white families generated pathology.3 
Many teachers initially feared community educators would act as spies or scabs, but they 
responded enthusiastically when their union surveyed them in 1968, reporting that paras 
                                                
2 Aurelia Greene, Interview with the Author, July 24, 2014.   
3 On the rejection of the report by woman activists of color, see also Back, “'Parent Power”.  
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improved their teaching and communication with students and parents. 4 Through shared labor, 
paras and teachers built cross-class, interracial solidarity as working women, creating women’s 
alliances that eventually spanned from local mothers to paras, teachers, and teacher unionists. 
Chapter 3 shows how these alliances allowed community educators to advance in the 
workplace and secure their jobs.5 Despite their effectiveness, paras were paid near-minimum 
wages and had no benefits or job security in the late 1960s. In response, they embarked on 
unionization campaign. As it came on the heels of community control conflict of 1968, this 
organizing drive has divided historians. The union and its allies describe the process as a 
redemptive triumph of enlightened leadership, while critical appraisals argue that this was a 
process of co-optation that left paraprofessionals subordinate within the union and schools.6 Both 
perspectives foreclose the possibility of progressive union activism after 1970 and render 
community-based educators as passive objects, not active participants in this process. Paras, 
however, explained that joining the union was both a practical and aspirational move, one that 
secured the union’s clout to their cause, offered opportunities for advancement, and preserved 
community education programs. In addition, many paras joined the UFT not to endorse the 1968 
strikes, but to work from within to make the UFT more democratic and responsive to parent and 
community demands.   
                                                
4 Gladys Roth, “Auxiliary Educational Assistants in New York City Schools” Internal Report to the United 
Federation of Teachers, May 20, 1968, United Federation of Teachers Records (WAG 022), Box 80, Folder 11, 
Tamiment Library/Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives, New York University, New York, NY (hereafter UFT). 
5 On feminist coalitions, see Gilmore, ed. Feminist Coalitions. In New York, see Carroll, Mobilizing New York and 
Gold, When Tenants Claimed the City. 
6 For a sophisticated statement of the UFT position, see Richard D. Kahlenberg, Tough Liberal: Albert Shanker and 
the Battles over Schools, Unions, Race, and Democracy, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007). For 
critiques, see Perlstein, Justice, Justice and Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement. 
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Paras voted to join the UFT in June of 1969, but the Board of Education refused to 
bargain. The Board believed that paras’ communities would never support another school-
closing strike, and it doubted that the white, middle-class UFT rank-and-file would walk out for 
community educators. Thus, it dared paras to strike. While the union conducted the largest 
internal education drive in its history, culminating in a successful strike vote in June of 1970, 
paras rallied their neighborhoods and the local press to their cause. The combination of public 
pressure and union support brought the Board to the table and produced the landmark contract.  
Chapter 4 offers a detailed examination of these programs in New York City within the 
newly decentralized public school system. Amid the upheavals, uncertainty, and experimentation 
that this restructuring created, community educators continued to improve instruction and 
connect schools to communities. However, new conflicts emerged in the new districts between 
activists, policymakers, and the union, fueled in part by changes to federal, state, and local 
funding for jobs and innovations in local education. Despite their landmark contract, paras trod 
uneven ground in New York City, even before the earthquake of the city’s near-bankruptcy in 
1975 (the implications and fallout of which are discussed in Section III).  
The third component of the community education vision – job creation and teacher 
training – expanded rapidly in these years on account of union organizing. By 1972, over 6,000 
paraprofessionals out of 10,000 who were eligible were earning degrees from the City University 
of New York. While only a tiny percentage ever became teachers, thousands more earned raises 
on the job and opportunities for employment elsewhere. This influx of educational capital was 
made all the more important by the rising crises of unemployment and deindustrialization in 
paras’ neighborhoods. While attending college was not without its challenges or broken 
promises, for paras, the opportunity to do so was a high point in these years of para organizing.  
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The paraprofessional movement arose during the most tumultuous years in the history of 
public schooling in New York City. Despite this, community-based educators built a coalition of 
activists, policymakers, educators, and unionists to support them in transforming the work of 
education. The process was neither simple nor perfectly realized, but by 1975, these new 
educators enjoyed a place and power in public schooling, freedom struggles, antipoverty policy, 
and the labor movement that had been only a dream a decade prior.  
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Chapter One: The Origins of the “Paraprofessional Movement,” 1953-1967 
“It all began around the time that the civil rights movement was moving into its peak … during 
the movement there was a great deal of parent involvement, and the parent involvement 
consisted of people, parents, coming in. They were concerned about the quality of education 
their children were getting.” 
 
Jacqueline Watkins, Bronx Teacher, 2014 
 
“The Board of Education has authorized employment of auxiliary assistants to the teacher in 
kindergarten classes in selected schools in low-income areas . . . This is part of a program for 
development of careers for auxiliary educational personnel designed to improve communications 
with communities, improve instruction in the kindergartens, and provide opportunities for 
residents in disadvantaged communities, who possess the ability, to develop into teachers.” 
 
“Creating Paraprofessional Positions,” New York City Board of Education, 1967 
 
I. Introduction: Bringing Community-Based Educators into Public Schools 
 As New York City’s youngest public school students walked into their classrooms on the 
first day of school in September of 1967, many of them were greeted by familiar faces. In 
response to years of organizing by Black and Hispanic parents, the Board of Education had used 
Title I funding from the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 to hire local residents, 
primarily the mothers of schoolchildren, to work in kindergarten classes “in selected schools in 
low-income areas”: Harlem, the South Bronx, and Central Brooklyn, the city’s largest black and 
Puerto Rican neighborhoods. This new “paraprofessional” program, as the Board explained in a 
memo to principals, was “designed to improve communications with communities, improve 
instruction in the kindergartens, and provide opportunities for residents in disadvantaged 
communities, who possess the ability, to develop into teachers.”1 Given the trepidation that 
accompanies the very first day of school, these kindergartners and their parents must have been 
                                                
1 Board of Education Special Circular No. 30 “Creating Paraprofessional Positions,” October 30, 1967. UFT Box 
155, Folder 1.  
 50 
thrilled to see friends and neighbors welcoming them. It was a new experience for Black and 
Hispanic children in a school system whose teaching corps was ninety-one percent white.2  
Both the parents working as community educators and the parents who left children in 
their care had cause to celebrate. Over the preceding decade, African American New Yorkers 
had waged a sustained struggle for quality education in the five boroughs. They had been joined 
in this struggle by the city’s growing Hispanic population, primarily of Puerto Rican descent in 
these years, and also by progressive white allies. Their efforts had included marches, meetings 
with elected officials, legal challenges, demands for school choice and student transfers, and a 
massive one-day boycott for school integration in 1964 that was, by some measures, the largest 
single action of the entire civil rights era.3 The vast majority of these efforts had yielded little; in 
1967, New York City’s public schools were even more segregated than they had been in 1957, 
and they continued to offer unequal opportunities and outcomes to students. However, by 
building partnerships with antipoverty programs and teacher unions, these activists had 
successfully convinced the notoriously intransigent Board of Education to hire local residents. 
How and why did grassroots organizers, poverty warriors, and teacher unionists re-
envision the work of education, and how did they come together to make these visions a reality? 
This chapter traces the origins of “paraprofessional” work in freedom struggles, antipoverty 
programs, and teacher unionism from the end of the Second World War through the first 
“official” hiring of community educators by the New York City Board of Education in 1967. 
                                                
2 On the segregation of the teaching corps, see Collins, Ethnically Qualified. 
3 On struggles for school equity in New York City, see, among many others, Martha Biondi, To Stand and Fight: 
The Struggle for Civil Rights in Postwar New York City (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2003): 
Matthew F. Delmont, Why Busing Failed: Race, Media, and the National Resistance to School Desegregation 
(Oakland: University of California Press, 2016); Michael R. Glass, “From Sword to Shield to Myth Facing the Facts 
of De Facto School Segregation,” Journal of Urban History (2016); Purnell, Fighting Jim Crow In the County of 
Kings; Clarence Taylor, Knocking at Our Own Door: Milton A. Galamison and the Struggle to Integrate New York 
City Schools, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997). 
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These three constellations of actors and institutions – the Black Freedom Struggle, the War on 
Poverty, and the Labor Movement – conducted wide-ranging campaigns for political and social 
transformation in the 1950s and 1960s. They collaborated on certain efforts, including the goal of 
hiring local residents to work in public schools, but they also came into conflict. In the very year 
that community-based educators first went to work in New York City public schools, parent 
activists and teacher unionists clashed over the right of teachers to unilaterally remove 
“disruptive children” from their classrooms.4 Solidarity between these movements was not 
guaranteed; it had to be built, as it was in the case of campaigns for community-based hiring.  
The conditions of public education in the postwar era generated reasons for all three of 
these constellations of actors to support community-based educational hiring. Civil rights 
organizers faced overcrowded, under-resourced, segregated public schools in Northern cities. 
These schools did not, by and large, employ African American or Hispanic educators. Nor did 
they teach Black and Latin American history or engage Black and Hispanic parents in their 
children’s’ educations. Scholars and practitioners in antipoverty programs also documented these 
conditions, noting their prevalence in low-income, non-white neighborhoods where adults 
contended with high levels of unemployment in segregated, deindustrializing economies. 
Teacher unions expanded their size and bargaining power exponentially in the 1950s and 1960s, 
but their assertions of teacher professionalism and autonomy increasingly brought them into 
conflict with parent and student activists. For organizers in all three of these movements, the 
prospect of improving instruction, connecting schools and communities, and creating jobs and 
paths to teaching for low-income Black and Hispanic women proved to be an appealing strategy 
                                                
4 On the controversy over the “disruptive child” provision in 1967, see Perrillo, Uncivil Rights. 
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for addressing the problems of public education, and for building support for their broader efforts 
toward racial equality, ending poverty, and empowering the working class.  
For analytic purposes, it helps to distinguish these three constellations of actors and 
organizations, but it was the interactions between them that transformed the work of education. 
This chapter outlines a series of related imperatives – school overcrowding and segregation, 
educational inequality, the “rediscovery of poverty,” and the outlay of massive federal funding to 
respond to all of this – that spurred sustained and increasing engagement among and between 
these three constellations. Teacher unions, poverty scholars, and community organizations had 
very different conceptualizations of the problems and potential of schools. Still, to give just one 
example, it was a teacher unionist working with a community organization run by an education 
scholar and funded by the federal government who hired the first community-based educators in 
Harlem, as part of an afterschool program in 1963. The demands of the day encouraged 
collaboration, while outlays of federal funding created opportunities for experimentation.  
These collaborations did not generate a clear and coherent vision for paraprofessionalism 
– the tensions within and between constellations remained significant – but they did bring about 
something approaching consensus on the three key features of paraprofessionalism that New 
York’s Board of Education ultimately settled on: improving instruction, increasing community 
involvement, and creating new jobs and paths to teaching. The hiring of New York’s first 
community-based educators represented a significant convergence of ideas, organizing, and 
government action nearly two decades in the making. The alignment of these stars created 
remarkable opportunities for innovation, collaboration, and empowerment in education that 
community-based educators themselves would seize and develop far more thoroughly. The 
successful push to create these opportunities demonstrated the power of coalitional progressive 
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politics, and the importance of schools as sites for the building these alliances across lines of 
race, class, and metropolitan space.   
II. Aides as Antecedents: The Pre-History of Paraprofessional Programs in Education 
 When policy and education scholars wrote historical accounts of paraprofessionalism in 
the 1970s, they struggled with definitional problems. Then, as now, “paraprofessional” was one 
of many not-quite-synonymous terms used to describe non-teacher workers in classrooms and 
schools. Others included school aide, teacher aide, education aide, education assistant, auxiliary 
teacher, community teacher, nonprofessional, semi-professional, and new careerist.5 In an effort 
to provide the paraprofessional movement with an historical legacy, many writers opted for a 
capacious and open-ended definition, classifying any non-teacher educational worker as a 
paraprofessional forebear. Some reached as far back as hunter-gatherer societies for examples of 
laypeople in teaching roles, but most rooted the practice in the British Empire, both in imperial 
experiments in Madras and industrial education in working-class London neighborhoods.6 The 
most frequently cited example from this era was Robert Owen’s Lancaster monitorial system – in 
which older children were deployed as tutors and disciplinarians for younger pupils – in part 
because this model was employed by the New York City Public School Society for several 
decades in the early nineteenth century.7 Other scholars noted that until the mid-nineteenth 
century, American schooling was often a voluntary pursuit for both teachers and pupils, in which 
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Schools;: A Sociological Study of Teacher and Teacher Aide Roles (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1970). 
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qualifications and teacher professionalism were not at issue, and in which the use of local 
residents as voluntary and paid educators was both necessary and accepted.8 
The bureaucratization of public schooling in the mid-to-late nineteenth century generated 
new antagonisms around the question of parent and community participation in schooling, and 
rendered schoolrooms largely off-limits to the day-to-day presence of laypersons. At the same 
time, however, the Progressive impulses that drove the bureaucratization of schooling produced a 
countervailing expansion of the mission of education, one in which the social welfare of the child 
– and by extension, the child’s family, and particularly the child’s mother – became the 
responsibility of public schools.9 These social welfare efforts brought new professionals into 
schools, including nurses, social workers, and guidance counselors. In the hands of radical and 
egalitarian practitioners, they also created an opening for the use of community residents to 
leverage local knowledge in improving programs, and to reach community members who were 
suspicious of, or hostile to, the professionals. Alan Gartner, one of the most prolific writers on 
paraprofessionalism and a contributing author of key legislation promoting it, rooted the practice 
in early twentieth-century settlement house programs and the Chicago Areas Project of the 
Chicago School of Sociology 1920s and 1930s.10 
The New Deal’s engine of job creation, the Works Progress Administration (WPA), hired 
community-based educators to work for the National Youth Administration (NYA). The NYA 
trained dropouts and out-of-school youth for entry-level jobs as aides and assistants in the 
“human services” (education, health, and social work), among many other professions, and also 
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9 Cutler, Parents and Schools. Chapter 5.  
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provided stipends and work-study positions to students to encourage them to graduate from high 
school. By 1940, when the program wound down, over 13,000 young people had been trained 
and placed in these positions. However, only twelve percent of them worked in public schools 
themselves, on account of the difficultly of building new positions into longstanding public-
school bureaucracies.11 Similar programs to address wartime teacher shortages were developed 
along the same lines; Gartner cited one in Montana as an example.12  
Without a credentialing process or a formal commitment to these positions by local 
authorities, these jobs vanished when the WPA was closed down in 1943. The legacy of these 
programs, however, lived on in the minds of those who witnessed them. President Lyndon 
Johnson, an NYA administrator in Texas, and briefly a teacher himself, is the most obvious 
example. In New York City, another key figure was Anne Cronin, a regional officer for the WPA 
in New York City in the 1930s who later became the training director of the Women’s Talent 
Corps, which trained community-based educators. As she recalled in 1975, she used “much the 
same approach as when I headed WPA regional project” in training “paras.”13 To an old New 
Dealer like Cronin, hiring local people to do the work of education made perfect sense.  
Whatever their origin story, nearly all early studies of paraprofessional educators cite the 
Ford Foundation’s teacher aide experiment in Bay City, Michigan, as a seminal moment in the 
use of non-teacher adults – and specifically the parents of schoolchildren – in a classroom 
setting. The experiment spawned many imitators and drew the attention of activists, 
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policymakers, educators, and teacher unionists to the possibilities of community-based 
educational hiring. While the project’s directors initially expressed limited goals for the “aides” 
it hired, the Bay City experiment revealed that local residents not only could do the work of 
education, but could transform the social geography of public schooling in unexpected ways.  
The immediate goal of the Bay City experiment was to relieve overcrowded classrooms. 
As Alan Gartner noted in his brief historical survey, “a continuing concern for meeting 
manpower shortages” suffused education reform and development in the 1950s.14 The postwar 
baby boom filled public school classrooms like never before, and the massive migrations of the 
same period, exacerbated by segregation in real estate and schooling, further challenged many 
districts. Classes in cities and suburbs alike swelled to forty or more students per teacher, with 
schools adopting double and even triple schedules over twelve-hour days. The tremendous 
burdens of this overcrowding impacted students, their families, teachers, administrators, and 
school districts in a variety of ways, spawning new conflicts in and around American schools. 
Educational administrators explored a wide range of strategies to address the “continuing 
shortage of teachers,” as the Journal of Teacher Education noted in a 1956 issue.15 The issue in 
which they made these assertions was devoted almost entirely to examining the Bay City 
experiment and its “great value as an emergency plan to help relieve over-crowding, until we can 
get the needed teachers and classrooms.”16 The project was titled a “Cooperative Study for the 
Better Utilization of Teacher Competencies,” and was run by Central Michigan College with 
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support from the Ford Foundation’s Fund for the Advancement of Education. Bay City aides 
worked in classrooms with over forty-five students, previously staffed by a lone teacher.  
Launched in 1952, the project’s first year was devoted to applying Fordism to the 
teaching profession. Using a job analysis and time study framework adapted from Dow 
Chemical’s Personnel Division, field researchers sat in classrooms with stopwatches and tracked 
137 teachers’ every move. They then categorized each component of teacher labor, coming to the 
conclusion that somewhere between 21% and 69% of the teacher’s day was spent on “non-
instructional” tasks. A comparative study in Lansing, Michigan confirmed these numbers.17  
However, the question of what, exactly, counted as “non-instructional” work was debated 
from the moment the Ford Foundation researchers began clicking their stopwatches. The official 
definition of instruction involved standing before the class imparting information, but such a 
definition was authoritarian and questionable even for those who worked under it. The Bay City 
staff, in their final 1957 report, designated a category of aide labor they considered 
“instructional,” including “give additional help to the slow learner, take over the class when the 
teacher leaves the room, assist with art work and music, read to the group, obtain reference 
material, give additional instruction to students who have been absent.” They concluded, “many 
of these duties could be considered almost entirely professional in nature.”18 A pair of 
curriculum specialists called to observe the program rolled their eyes at the arbitrary distinctions 
applied to instruction. “If the individual development is taken seriously,” they wrote, “then the 
concept of the teaching task must be viewed as relating to the total school experience of the 
                                                
17 Charles B. Park, “The Bay City Experiment ... As Seen By the Director,” Journal of Teacher Education 7, no. 2 
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child, and not primarily to assignments and recitations.”19 While the Bay City aides, unlike later 
community-based educators, were explicitly classified as non-pedagogical employees, their role 
in the learning process was inescapable, and educational scholars and reformers took note.    
Armed with the data from their Fordist study, Bay City hired its first teacher aides in 
1953. Their labor quickly revealed several features and possibilities of community-based hiring 
that would echo through the “paraprofessional movement.” Some such revelations were 
unintentional or even ran counter to the stated goals of the project, as in the case of the 
“instructional” work of “non-instructional” staff discussed above. The many relevant features of 
the Bay City program included the gendering of this labor and its attachment to mothers and 
mothering; the appeal of these jobs, and of careers in education, to working women (and the 
attendant impact this might have on local labor markets); perceived threats to teachers and their 
unions, but also budding solidarity between teachers and aides; and the importance of local 
geographies in the success of this work for students and parents as well as for teachers and aides.  
Bay City administrators selected their new employees as they might have chosen pageant 
contestants (which was, more or less, the way teachers were chosen in this period, as well). In 
the words of Charles Park, the project director: 
“Aides were sought who expressed an interest in children; who appeared mentally alert; 
who had good personalities, poise, and pleasing appearance; who were respected in their 
neighborhoods; who were interested in the problems of the schools; who were willing 
and able to accept the position on a full time basis, and who had a good health record.” 20 
 
In addition, the project targeted mothers; a child psychologist sent to observe it noticed that a 
significant portion of the aides’ work was of a “personal, ‘mothering’ type” that included “tying 
loose shoe laces, buttoning a girl’s dress, fixing a hair ribbon, admiring a child’s crayoning” and 
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other such caregiving and emotional labor.21 The Milwaukee Journal reported that sixty-four 
mothers applied for the first eight aide positions, but “only one asked how much the pay was,” 
presumably because mothers would work out of love for children, and not for money. 22 
Park had hoped to recruit women who had not worked before, and he tried to avoid 
attracting those already working by paying the “going unskilled wage” in Bay City. However, 
many aides clearly had worked other jobs, as they “mentioned the attractiveness of working 
conditions in school, as contrasted with other means of employment.”23 Park himself observed, 
“Many mothers who have accepted positions as aides have done so in preference to working in 
factories or in offices largely because the job schedule coincides with the school schedule of 
their children.”24 This work appealed to women precisely because it allowed them to balance 
work and home, a fact that one report highlighted with unintentional irony by opening: “the first 
grade is located in an underprivileged section of Bay City where poverty, broken homes, working 
mothers, and other threats to stable childhood are common [emphasis mine].”25 These competing 
uses of gender and maternalism - the idea that educational work could empower and enrich 
mothers and help them better understand their children, but also the expectation that these 
mothers would accept low pay and menial tasks on account of inborn traits – persisted 
throughout the development and expansion of community hiring programs in schools. 
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The Bay City experiment prompted sensationalized articles about the future of education 
that worried some teachers and their unions.26 Reporters wondered aloud whether local school 
boards would “use the aides to raise class sizes unnecessarily” or “use the aide as a spy on the 
teacher or as an eventual cheap replacement for her.” 27 John McLean, reporting for the 
Milwaukee Journal, mused, “If untrained, lower paid aides achieve considerable success, won't 
this undermine the professional status of teachers?”28 The National Education Association’s 
(NEA) Lucille Carroll came to observe Bay City to attend to this question, but she found the 
division of labor satisfactory. “If it is necessary that the teacher be absent,” she wrote, “the aide 
is never considered as a substitute for the regular teacher.”29 In fact, as Carroll several observers 
noted, the teachers and aides seemed to get along very well. “Teachers working with aides” 
noted Park “found more time for work with individual children” and “they also enjoyed sharing 
their school experiences with another adult.” 30 Solidarity between educators working together, 
even under conditions of potential competition or conflict, emerged regularly in community-
based hiring programs. Most of the aides that Bay City hired expressed interest in becoming 
teachers themselves, and Carroll suggested, “the teacher aide program could be regarded as a 
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long-range recruitment plan.”31 The idea that aides might become teachers proved a crucial 
element in securing funding for “career ladder” programs in the 1960s and 1970s, and also in 
convincing teachers to welcome community-based educators into their unions in those decades. 
The importance of local geographies also emerged in Bay City. “Three years of aide 
selection” wrote Park “have indicated that there is a large reservoir of competent, capable people 
available for aide positions in any given community.”32 In fact, finding qualified aides turned out 
to be “the easiest” part of preparing the program, with possible candidates “referred by teachers, 
administrators, PTA members, and others.”33 Hiring aides with prior formal and informal social 
connections to other parents was not a deliberate choice in Bay City, but it may well have 
contributed to the parental approval the program earned. In their final report, Bay City staff 
noted parents, teachers, aides, and pupils all favored the plan over their existing classroom 
arrangements. “100 per cent of the parents interviewed felt that their children enjoyed school 
more under the aide plan,” wrote Park, while older pupils surveyed “liked the plan and felt that 
they received more personal help and attention from the teacher as well as from the aide.”34  
 The Bay City Experiment concluded in 1957, but it had laid the groundwork for a decade 
of further experimentation, conceptualization, implementation, and debate. It had deliberately 
shown that aides recruited locally could perform useful service in the classroom, and had 
unintentionally raised important questions about the gendering and geography of such programs, 
the ways in which they might create and affect job markets, their potential to recruit new 
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educators, and the nature of instruction itself. In the decade that followed, leading up to the 
widespread hiring of paraprofessionals in the fall of 1967, these ideas and debates would be 
taken up by a diverse range of educators, activists, and unionists who hoped some of these 
strategies would help them respond to emerging challenges to public education. School districts 
organized experiments across the country, and the Ford Foundation funded additional 
experiments with Yale and Rutgers, but the biggest push would come in New York City.35 There, 
civil rights activism, antipoverty experimentation, and teacher unionism combined to produce a 
transformative vision for community-based educational work.  
III. “The Highest Degree of Democracy”: Freedom Struggles for Community Education 
In 1957, the year that the Bay City Experiment wound down, New York City hired its 
first teacher aides. The New York Teacher’s Guild, one of several unions that would come 
together to form the United Federation of Teachers in 1959, had lobbied for an “experimental 
training program for people to assist in the handling of clerical and monitoring duties in the 
schools” and relieve teachers of these “burdensome chores which interfere with teaching and 
lesson preparation” starting in 1955.36 Overcrowding was a huge problem in New York City, and 
one the Guild used to recruit members and demand improvements for teachers. One New York 
City teacher cited this overcrowding as her inspiration to join the union, after struggling to teach 
a class of 62 students in a Brownsville junior high school in which many students “were sitting 
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on the radiators.”37 The New York City Board of Education first hired aides during the 1957-58 
school year, marking the beginning of a new era in staffing policies and union power in the city. 
Overcrowding and hiring policies did not only affect teachers, of course. As the Board 
moved to hire aides in 1957, longtime civil rights activist and educator Ella Baker helped to 
launch Parents in Action Against Educational Discrimination in response to the conditions faced 
by African-American students in New York. The organization led weekly parent workshops and, 
in the words of Baker’s biographer, Barbara Ransby, “went beyond the simple demand for racial 
integration, calling for greater parent and community involvement in running the schools.”38 As 
Baker told Mayor Robert F. Wagner at a meeting in 1957, “We parents want to know first hand 
from you what is or is not going to be done for our children … New York City, the world’s 
leading city, should reflect the highest degree of democracy in its public school system.”39 
Baker’s phrasing made clear that she saw schools not merely as educational institutions, but as 
extensions of the state, and as sites for the practice of citizenship and democracy by local people.  
Parents in Action was one of many civil rights organizations across a wide political and 
ideological spectrum fighting for both desegregation and community involvement in education in 
New York City in these years. As these struggles continued into the 1960s, the hiring of parents 
emerged as a key demand, for two reasons, as discussed in the introduction. New York City’s 
teaching corps was uniquely segregated by Northern standards, generating demands for Black 
and Hispanic educators. Second, New York received an outsize share of federal funding for early 
antipoverty programs, which created opportunities to experiment in local hiring.  
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In the decade between Baker’s call for democracy and the hiring of the first “official” 
paraprofessionals, Black and Hispanic organizers would use two main strategies to advocate for 
community-based hiring: direct pressure on local politicians and bureaucrats, and the creation 
and promotion of experimental hiring programs with antipoverty organizations. Within the 
African-American educational tradition, the use of laypersons and community members as 
educators has a long history, dating back to the practice of “each one, teach one,” by which 
enslaved persons shared literacy covertly. After emancipation, the abdication and active hostility 
of the state to black education made schooling a community exercise by necessity, one that 
generated community-focused teaching by “caring teachers” and also networks in individual 
towns and cities to support schools and students where the official system would not.40 The great 
migrations of the twentieth century presented new challenges to African-Americans seeking 
schooling. School systems in the urban North and West were segregated not by law but 
administrative directive and real estate segregation.41 In New York City, most black students 
attended majority-black schools, where white teachers taught a curriculum that alternately 
ignored or demeaned Black and Hispanic people. Black educators were disqualified from 
teaching jobs in the city by elaborate tests that hinged on oral examinations of “dialect,” while 
Black parents and culture were blamed for the poor performance of Black children in schools.42  
As a consequence, interwar and postwar struggles to improve urban education for African 
American students included frequent demands for increased hiring of black teachers. This made 
the training and recruitment components of teacher aide plans attractive to activists. In the 1950s, 
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these activists were joined in their demands by Black and white teachers in the communist-led 
New York City Teacher’s Union (TU). The TU “went beyond the liberal consensus that called 
for equal opportunity and an end to employment discrimination, making a case for the 
importance of taking steps to hire blacks” in New York City schools.43 Similar campaigns took 
place across the country, even after the Brown v. Board of Education decision focused attention 
on pupil segregation in the South. In Milwaukee and several other parts of the upper Midwest, 
the “creative application” of Brown included demands for the hiring of African-American 
teachers and increased resources for majority-black schools.44  
In New York City, Ella Baker worked with Kenneth Clark, whose expert testimony had 
been crucial to the decision in Brown, to push New York City to recognize segregation in its 
midst.45 This organizing, which also produced a scathing report from Clark on the presence of 
segregation in New York’s supposedly liberal school system, led Baker to found of Parents in 
Action. New Yorkers exerted consistent pressure for both integration and community 
participation in schooling and school governance in these years. Desegregating the student body 
was but one demand among many; parent hiring – the goals of which included desegregating the 
municipal workforce and the teaching corps – was another. 
Demands for local hiring emerged within the broader campaign for jobs, as well as 
freedom. As historian Jane Berger writes, in the 1960s, Black and Hispanic women “seized the 
openings public sector expansion and civil rights victories created,” to create new opportunities 
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for themselves and their communities. 46 These campaigns for access to municipal employment 
came to focus on jobs created by War on Poverty legislation, which had included the vague 
promise of “maximum feasible participation” but initially resulted in the hiring of credentialed 
middle-class outsiders. Velma Murphy Hill, a protégé of Bayard Rustin and A. Philip Randolph 
who became the lead organizer of paraprofessionals for the United Federation of Teachers in 
1969, cut her teeth in New York City working on CORE’s campaign to desegregate the 
construction workforce at SUNY Downstate Hospital in 1963.47 Organizers from Harlem to 
Brownsville demanded employment for residents in newly created community programs in the 
same period, winning a slow but steady shift in the city’s hiring policies.48  This success would 
extend to the notoriously intransigent Board of Education by 1967 with the hiring of community-
based paraprofessional educators.  
 Educational activism in these years was not solely the province of those with ties to well-
known civil rights organizations. Highly educated African-American and Hispanic professionals 
working within public institutions were prominent members of a “new generation of black and 
Puerto Rican leaders” who “created independent spaces of political organizing” within these 
larger bureaucracies.49 Joined by radical and dissident white professionals, this new generation 
rejected the exclusivity of professionalism and the individualism of behavioral social science that 
dominated their fields in the postwar era. As one social worker put it, the “historic trend of 
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professionalism is a narrowing one and not socially responsible.”50 Whether on account of 
political, personal, or community commitments, these professionals sought to define the 
problems that faced their clients in social, structural terms, and to build partnerships with them.   
In 1957, the same year that Baker schooled Mayor Wagner on democracy, Richard 
Parrish of the New York City Teacher’s Guild (the forerunner of the UFT) founded the 
Community Teachers Association (CTA) in Harlem to provide individualized instruction to 
neighborhood students and to create opportunities for parents and teachers to interact in an 
afterschool setting. As a leading organizer and the only African American Vice-President within 
the Guild’s parent organization, the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), Parrish led the 
desegregation AFT locals in the 1950s. In Harlem, he told the New York World-Telegram and 
Sun that he saw no conflict between his desegregation work and the creation of an organization 
to better connect African-American teachers, parents, and students for the purpose of improving 
education and community dialogue in an all-black setting.51  
Preston Wilcox’s long career of scholarship, activism, and community organizing in 
Harlem also began in 1957 with the East Harlem Project. The Project was an antipoverty and 
community-empowerment initiative of two East Harlem settlement houses. It founded Parent-
Teacher Associations, among other activities. As director, Wilcox espoused a philosophy that 
interventions in East Harlem “must take into account the needs and desires of the people of the 
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neighborhood itself, if necessary taking time to build an articulate and responsible citizenry.”52 
He also worked closely with the growing Puerto Rican community in East Harlem, hiring locally 
and encouraging the printing and dissemination of materials in Spanish and English. In these 
early efforts, Wilcox honed the vision of radical local democracy and community control of 
social services that he would promote a decade later in struggles for school equity in New York. 
IV. Federal Dollars for Local Visions: Early Antipoverty Efforts in New York City  
Many of these “successful, rebellious professionals” found homes in New York City’s 
early antipoverty programs, two of which were created by the Kennedy administration as 
experiments in anticipation of a larger assault on poverty, one that was ultimately carried out by 
Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon Johnson.53 Harlem Youth Opportunities Unlimited, Inc. 
(HARYOU) was one of these; Mobilization for Youth (MFY), which operated on the multi-
ethnic Lower East Side, was the other. Both organizations generated tremendous innovation in 
parent involvement, community action, local hiring, and community-based education, all of 
which helped spur the eventual hiring of community-based educators by the Board of Education.   
As neighborhood-based antipoverty initiatives, MFY and HARYOU focused intensively 
on particular places that had been defined by the poverty of their residents. These organizations 
envisioned and implemented a new “place-based politics” by engaging these residents in the 
systems that governed their own lives – including public schools and social welfare offices – and 
by creating new institutional settings for local residents to practice politics. 54 Critics have argued 
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that such place-based politics were analytically and politically truncated, reducing the sphere of 
action against systemic economic inequality to neighborhood-level palliatives, foreclosing the 
possibility of broader solidarities, and building alternative power structures that ultimately lacked 
staying power.55 The short-lived, star-crossed trajectories of both organizations – MFY was red-
baited out of existence in the late 1960s (though its legal services division survives to this day), 
while HARYOU was taken over by Harlem Congressman Adam Clayton Powell Jr. in 1965 – 
attest to these challenges.  
However, studying the rise of community-based educational programs in these settings 
reveals that these antipoverty warriors and their allies recognized both of these challenges and 
addressed them in creative, nimble ways. While MFY and HARYOU were rooted in place, the 
social workers, educators, activists, and policy scholars who cycled through their doors 
circulated throughout the city, building a citywide movement that connected places rather than 
isolating them. And when their early innovations did, indeed, challenge bureaucrats and 
politicians and lead to hostile responses, these activists and practitioners responded building 
programs within municipal bureaucracies. These were the settings in which activists and 
policymakers began to put pressure on New York City’s Board of Education to hire locally, both 
by creating demonstration programs and through direct petitions and protest.  
At MFY, researchers, activists, and community leaders from freedom struggles and 
antipoverty policy circles formulated new approaches to poverty that involved the residents of 
the local neighborhood. MFY built their strategy around Lloyd Ohlin and Richard Cloward’s 
theories of opportunity and delinquency, which argued that structures of opportunity and limits 
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to it, and not culture or inborn traits, determined delinquent behavior.56 The two Columbia 
sociologists led the “research” arm of the program. They were joined at MFY by Frank 
Riessman, a professor of social work and psychology at New York University who studied 
participation and control in social institutions, and by Mary Dowery, a social worker and friend 
of Riessman’s. Dowery was a recent graduate of the Clark Atlanta School of Social Work where, 
as she remembers, “we studied all aspects of social work: community organization, psychiatric 
information, medical information, community organization, and group work.”57  This holistic 
preparation, so different from the dominant paradigm of the day, served her well at MFY. “We 
had no problem in confronting projects and going to the community and exploring and 
organizing … getting down with the nitty-gritty, you know,” she recalled.58 Dowery, like 
Richard Parrish and Preston Wilcox in Harlem, was among this new generation of Black and 
Hispanic middle-class human service professionals who rooted their practice in local struggles. 
At MFY, Dowery led an experimental parent aide program designed by Frank Riessman. 
Using community networks, including social work clients, PTAs, and a local Spanish-language 
radio show, Dowery hired approximately fifteen parents of Hispanic, Chinese, and African-
American descent. She trained them to work with local parents to resolve issues their children 
were having with schools, and to guide parents in articulating their needs to teachers and 
administrators. “Don’t be afraid, don’t be intimidated,” was the aides’ mantra, Dowery noted, 
adding that she trained aides to “be respectful and courteous, but don’t take any crap!”59 Their 
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program was a far cry from the careful, hierarchical Bay City aide experiment, and yet Dowery, 
like the Bay City administrators, noted that many of the aides she trained later went on to careers 
in education and non-profit work. The desire of these workers to advance within human service 
institutions was not lost on Frank Riessman, who was to become a leading advocate for career 
training. The advocacy of these aides on behalf of parents drew the ire of both teachers and 
administrators in the local school district, to the point that several principals worked together to 
shut the program down. 60 However, their work laid the groundwork for future interventions; as 
Dowery noted, “they were the forerunners, there’s no way about it and no way you can get 
around it.” They “demonstrated the need” for community-based educators in public schools. 61   
 
Figure 1: Frank Riessman (in tie) and Mary Dowery (to his right) lead a training session for 
parent aides at Mobilization for Youth on the Lower East Side in 1963. 
Source: Collection of Mary Dowery 
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While Dowery and Riessman developed their program for MFY downtown, Richard 
Parrish partnered with HARYOU uptown. HARYOU’s founding in 1962 brought together a 
diverse team of social workers, psychologists, and educators. They were led by research director 
Kenneth Clark, who had pioneered community-based social work and psychology – much like 
the vision espoused by Mary Dowery – with his wife and partner Mamie Phipps Clark at 
Harlem’s Northside Center over the preceding decade.62 HARYOU aimed to involve Harlemites, 
particularly youth, in a wide range of antipoverty and community-improvement efforts. These 
included programs addressed to the area’s dilapidated schools.  
Fresh from organizing freedom schools with the AFT for the students of Prince Edward 
County, Virginia in the summer of 1963, Parrish recruited two hundred teachers to work with 
four hundred “especially trained teacher aides” recruited from among local parents.63 The 
program, which served 2,800 students at 10 afterschool centers, was designed to give students 
the opportunity to “identify and associate with adequate role models on a more personal level.” 
Parrish also believed that “parent and teacher cooperation” would be “encouraged and provided 
for to a greater extent” in local public schools. 64 Like the work Dowery and Riessman did at 
MFY, Parrish’s program was designed to “demonstrate the need” for more formal and robust 
systems of parent engagement and local hiring.  
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Jerome A. Greene, a newly appointed African-American teacher in Harlem, joined 
Parrish in his HARYOU project. Greene was so impressed by his experience that he replicated it 
when he got a new job at a school in the Bronx, hiring parents to work with students on 
Saturdays. Greene found a receptive community of parents seeking greater involvement in their 
schools and a cadre of Black and progressive white teachers ready to join him. As one such 
teacher, Jacqueline Watkins, recalled, “around the time that the civil rights movement was 
moving into its peak … there was a great deal of parent involvement, and the parent involvement 
consisted of people, parents, coming in. They were concerned about the quality of education 
their children were getting.”65 Greene later left teaching to head the Morrisania Education 
Council (MEC), the educational arm of the Morrisania Community Progress Corporation. In this 
capacity, he won funding from South Bronx Congressman James H. Scheuer’s Subprofessional 
Career Act of 1966 (more on this legislation in a moment) for local schools for the hiring and 
training of paraprofessionals.66 In a long career as a school administrator that followed, Greene 
would earn the informal title “father of paraprofessionals” for his commitment to local hiring.67  
While Parrish launched his afterschool aide program to provide a model of community-
based hiring, Thelma Griffith Johnson, the chair of HARYOU’s Committee on Education and 
the Schools, met with the local superintendent in Harlem to put direct pressure on the district to 
implement it. After the Superintendent suggested hiring local college students to help walk 
children to and from school, Johnson proposed he look closer to home, proposing the “diverting 
Department of Welfare funds to pay female recipients of Welfare a stipend to transport these 
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children, and perhaps to care for them until four or five o’clock when their parents return from 
work.” Johnson expected such a program “would serve the dual purpose of getting the children 
to school and providing the Welfare recipient with a sense of pride at being able to work for the 
funds she has received.”68 Johnson believed both that these women could do the work of 
education, and also that doing this work would help them assert their membership in the polity.  
In seeking jobs in childcare and community-based institutions for women on welfare, 
Johnson also anticipated some of the demands later taken up by women in New York City’s 
welfare rights movement. Leading welfare rights activist Beulah Sanders frequently contrasted 
the misery of domestic work with the willingness of women to work in human services. As 
Sanders later explained, “If they want us off welfare, come up with the training program and the 
jobs. You know, the women would be glad to take it.”69 Sanders herself got her start as an 
organizer with Mobilization for Youth, alongside Mary Dowery and her parent aides.    
In 1964, HARYOU released an extensive and groundbreaking report, Youth in the 
Ghetto, in which they listed parent aides in schools as one of ten “anticipated needs” for the 
young people of Harlem. As they explained: 
“The youth of Harlem appear to be in need of parent aides or surrogates who would 
demand for them what middle-class parents demand and obtain for their children from 
schools and other social institutions. HARYOU should seek to provide machinery 
whereby community groups such as fraternities, sororities, social groups, PTAs, and 
churches assume the responsibility of this role. It would be important that the activities of 
these groups do not increase the dependency of the parents, but rather stimulate and 
motivate them to develop an increasing sense of their own power to affect desired 
change.”70   
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HARYOU, like Mobilization, had reconfigured the Bay City “teacher aide” idea by redefining 
these workers as “parent aides,” responsible, to and representative of, their working-class, Black 
and Hispanic neighborhood. The argument that these aides would demand “what middle-class 
parents demand” recognized the need for working-class mothers to be paid for the work that 
middle-class housewives could afford to do voluntarily.71  The call to “stimulate and motivate 
[parents] to develop an increasing sense of their own power” came straight from the long 
tradition of freedom struggles. HARYOU’s staff believed that Harlem parents would improve 
educational practices in schools, and that doing this work would empower them as activists and 
organizers for the rights of Harlem’s children.  
 “Youth in the Ghetto” also contained a broad statement about the philosophy and practice 
of local hiring in the human services, authored by social worker Laura Pires-Hester. Like 
Dowery, Pires-Hester was trained in group work, and she was hired at HARYOU not to conduct 
individual therapy, but to work on social and structural solutions to poverty. “One of the key 
programs out of the HARYOU model, of course, was in the area of employment” Pires-Hester 
recalled, and particularly the problem of “people having different talents that are not necessarily 
recognized and/or credentialed in our systems of education or employment.” 72 During the 
drafting of “Youth in the Ghetto,” Pires-Hester added a paragraph addressing this challenge: 
“In a very real way, the use of indigenous nonprofessionals in staff positions is forced by 
the dearth of trained professionals. At the same time, however, the use of such persons 
grows out of concern for a tendency of professionals to ‘flee from the client’ and for the 
difficult of communication between persons of different backgrounds and outlooks. It is 
HARYOU’s belief is that the use of persons only ‘one step removed’ from the client will 
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improve the giving of service as well as provide useful and meaningful employment for 
Harlem’s residents.”73 
 
Her words proved influential; Frank Riessman – who had joined Pires-Hester for group work 
sessions in Harlem – excerpted this quote in full in the preface of his influential book New 
Careers for the Poor. Riessman followed this quote with a simple affirmation: “This statement, 
taken from the HARYOU proposal, forms the basic thesis of this book.” 74 Congressman James 
Scheuer, in turn, cited Riessman in his legislative efforts to secure federal money for local hiring. 
In short, the practice of community-based education in Harlem, led by activists and progressive 
antipoverty professionals, became a national model for schooling and policy by the mid-1960s. 
As Scheuer’s efforts indicate, the launch of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty and its allocation 
of federal funds from the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 and the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA) of 1965, fueled the fires of activism and research in New York City. 
V. Community-Based Educational Work and the War on Poverty 
 The passage of the landmark legislative achievements that comprised Lyndon Johnson’s 
War on Poverty’s put the paraprofessional movement into overdrive. Built around the philosophy 
and practice of community action and containing the famous phrase “maximum feasible 
participation,” the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 encouraged local hiring like never 
before.75 The Office of Economic Opportunity funded locally-run programs nationwide that 
hired, by one count, over 46,000 women, mostly mothers, to work in Head Start programs in the 
office’s first two years.76 While these early-childhood education programs were run by 
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community action program through local community organizations, and thus operated outside 
traditional educational bureaucracies, they lent credence to the idea that hiring local residents in 
low-income communities could provide both jobs and educators for children. Head Start quickly 
became one of the most popular, if controversial, War on Poverty programs.77  
When the ESEA was passed into law the following year, it picked up on this ethos, 
allocating $75 million of its $1.3 billion expressly for the hiring of teacher aides. These aides 
were hired into dozens of programs, including one that the Office of Education later dubbed 
“Follow Through,” as it was designed to build on the gains of Head Start in grades K-3.78 Title I 
of the Act was expressly geared toward “poverty areas” and offered an immediate influx of $1.1 
billion (the vast majority of the ESEA’s initial funding) for compensatory education. New 
programs were meant to be designed with input from the communities served, and one way to 
achieve this, as the Office of Education would later elaborate, was through the hiring of local 
residents. Title III of the Act, which funded independent community education centers (CECs), 
reiterated the Economic Opportunity Act’s formulation of “maximum feasible participation,” 
making clear that these CECs were to act as incubators and catalysts for the kind of educational 
activism and experimentation that was already underway in organizations like HARYOU.  
 Historians of education and poverty policy have demonstrated the centrality of the ESEA 
to the War on Poverty’s rhetorical – “a hand up, not a hand out” – and funding strategies. These 
scholars generally follow Harvey Kantor, who argues that the presence of education at the top of 
the antipoverty agenda demonstrates the limits of Great Society thinking. In Kantor’s telling, 
education functioned as anti-poverty strategy for two reasons: 1) the behaviorist social theories 
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of the day, particularly Oscar Lewis’s formulation of the “culture of poverty,” suggested that 
habits of mind, as much as structural impediments, produced poverty, and 2) Johnson’s Council 
of Economic Advisors, working within the liberal Fordist-Keynesian framework of the day, 
believed that the fundamentals of the American economy were sound, and that those left behind 
simply needed training to enter the mainstream and reap its fruits. Thus, they opted for 
“compensatory” educational policies that “overlooked income redistribution, public employment, 
or more direct interventions in the labor market.”79 These policies, writes Kantor, “promised to 
do something for the poor without either antagonizing business by interfering in the labor market 
or alienating the middle class by redistributing income to the least advantaged.” Consequently, 
“the belief that education was the key to winning the war on poverty became the chief rationale 
for the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965.”80 Leading scholars of policy and 
poverty have echoed this view, contrasting the direct job creation of the New Deal with the job-
training and educational programs of the War on Poverty, and noting the weakening of organized 
labor’s place in the political system as a significant outcome in this shift of focus.81 
 On the whole, this scholarship argues, the War on Poverty confirmed the tendency of 
liberal capitalist democracies, and the United States in particular, to “educationalize” social 
problems.82 However, the use of ESEA monies to hire local residents to work in public schools 
provides an important and oft-overlooked counterpoint to this perspective. As Miriam Cohen 
writes, “the [American] emphasis on schooling has not always been an alternative for other 
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social welfare reforms,” but a space in which activists have “used the American commitment to 
educating children in order to gain support for other state services.” 83 As Cohen’s work on 
mother’s pensions and child-labor laws in the early twentieth century shows, social welfare 
campaigns that utilize educational contexts and institutions frequently have relied on maternalist 
rhetoric and logics, often deploying ideas of motherhood in expansive ways. The practice of 
“activist mothering,” employed by the first generation of paraprofessional educators (discussed 
in Chapter 2), represents a midcentury iteration of this longstanding strategy.  
Studying local hiring reveals different historical lineage for key elements of the ESEA 
and the War on Poverty. Building on the early human-services programs of the NYA and WPA, 
educators and policymakers created teacher aide programs in the 1950s to address teacher 
shortages. These programs expanded in their scale and scope as the Northern civil rights 
movement infused them with goals for community-based education and demands for integration 
in the rapidly-expanding public sector. When Lyndon Johnson signed the ESEA into law, and its 
millions for direct job creation with it, he might have thought back on his own days as an NYA 
administrator. And while the industrial labor movement was not a key player in the creation of 
this legislation, the burgeoning public-sector labor movement embraced these programs as 
federal funding expanded them, and would fight for the expansion of these programs and for 
improved wages, benefits, and training for workers in them in years to come.  
Rather than “educationalize” social problems, visions of community-based hiring 
problematized the dominant view of education, in which credentialed teachers imparted skills to 
individual students who would then be sorted by merit into their social positions. The civil rights 
organizers and antipoverty warriors in the burgeoning “paraprofessional movement” re-imagined 
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schools as sites for employment, training, and the distribution of state resources in 
neighborhoods, negotiated through collective, democratic processes for adults and children alike. 
Much as Cohen documented in the early twentieth century, “efforts to expand schooling … 
stimulated the growth of the programs we traditionally associate with the welfare state.” 84  
 The outlay of massive new federal funding for education transformed local educational 
bureaucracies. Educational scholars who had worked closely with social movement activists 
were particularly well positioned to offer responses. Perhaps the most outstanding example was 
Frank Riessman, whose “New Careers” framework combined the goals of job creation and 
community empowerment in a vision later described as “maximum feasible employment.”85 
Riessman earned a PhD at Columbia University in 1955 with a dissertation on “Workers’ 
Attitudes Toward Participation and Leadership,” in which he argued “to avoid alienation and in 
order to maintain long-term group solidarity, it would seem that the process of participation must 
be accompanied by control [emphasis original].”86 On formal settings, he noted, “if participation 
continues to exist, it operates as a ‘strain’ toward increasing democracy” within institutions.87 
 Riessman’s thinking evolved over the following decade as he became involved with early 
antipoverty programs in both education (at MFY) and health (at Lincoln Hospital in the Bronx). 
These experiences led Riessman to challenge the behaviorist focus of his field. In a series of 
books and papers, Riessman wrote first “to challenge the widely-held notion that the ‘culturally 
deprived’ child is not interested in education” and then to introduce the “helper-therapy” 
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principle to public mental health, arguing that “treatment agents” for the poor needed to be 
“much more closely integrated with other institutions, such as the community, the world of work, 
and the church.”88 Riessman was working toward a “new human services paradigm” that 
“turn[ed] the needs/resources ratio on its head by viewing problems as resources and those who 
have them as uniquely qualified problem solvers … their indigenous, inside understanding, 
organized collectively in mutual aid groups, becomes a new and powerful resource.”89 Hi 
thinking on employment was also shaped by his participation in research projects and 
conferences sponsored by President Johnson’s National Commission on Technology, 
Automation, and Economic Progress. 
 Riessman’s clearest and most influential statement of this new paradigm arrived in the 
same year as the ESEA. The publication of 1965’s New Careers for the Poor, co-authored with 
Arthur Pearl, was a watershed moment in the paraprofessional movement. The book brought a 
clear description of the three key components of paraprofessional programs – instructional 
assistance, school-community connection, and teacher training – together between two covers for 
the first time. In addition to citing HARYOU’s influence, Pearl and Riessman quoted Title II, 
Section A of the Economic Opportunity Act (EOA), in which Community Action Programs are 
defined as “developed, conducted, and administered with the maximum feasible participation of 
the residents of the areas.” For Pearl and Riessman, this legislation “provide[d] a tremendous 
opening for widespread employment of the poor themselves in programs for the poor.”90 
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 The authors proposed full employment through the creation of “a sufficient number of 
jobs for all persons without work” in all of the human services – health care, social work, 
recreation, and even policing – as well as education. Schooling still took first priority, acting “as 
a model for new careers,” on account of the wealth of experimentation already taking place.91 
For an accounting of these programs, they turned to Henry Saltzman of the Ford Foundation, 
who provided an overview chapter on “The Poor and the Schools” in which he outlined Ford’s 
many experimental programs. Education, Pearl and Riessman noted, “must ultimately become 
the United States’ largest enterprise,” citing the massive growth of enrollment in public schools.  
Riessman and Pearl also drew on Kenneth Clark’s work in Dark Ghetto, which was also 
released in 1965, and was based heavily on Clark’s experiences as a Harlem psychiatrist and 
HARYOU leader. As New Careers for the Poor asserted “schools constitute a colonial 
imposition because nothing about the system belongs to the poor.” This critique anticipated the 
rise of Black Power and language that Preston Wilcox and other community activists would 
deploy in the community control struggles that began the following year. For Pearl and 
Riessman, “introducing the indigenous poor into meaningful teaching roles could be an 
important step toward producing a fundamental change,” if, and only if, “the poor … become 
truly a part of the teaching organization.” These workers, they wrote, “must be allowed to help in 
the determination of policy and program” and “they must give given opportunity for meaningful 
advancement.” To this end, Pearl and Riessman laid out the most detailed proposal of their book, 
a five-step “career ladder” from “teacher aide” to “master teacher.” From within public schools, 
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where aide programs had proven popular and lasting, Frank Riessman hoped to launch a public-
sector human services revolution.92 
 The contrast between New Careers for the Poor and the Bay City reports a decade prior 
is stark: in place of careful minimum wages, the authors envision a full-employment program, 
and in place of carefully maintained school hierarchies, they propose “meaningful teaching 
roles” for aides (or, in their language, “indigenous nonprofessionals,” though Riessman quickly 
adopted the term “paraprofessional” and later “new careerist,” to describe those he worked with 
in new programs). Though theirs was the most comprehensive of such statements, Riessman and 
Pearl were far from outliers. Their ideas quickly inspired legislation; James Scheuer proposed the 
“Subprofessional Careers Act” in 1966 as an amendment to the EOA that expressly channeled 
tens of millions of dollars into training and hiring programs. Reporting Scheuer’s proposal, the 
New York Herald-Tribune linked it directly to Pearl and Riessman’s work and favorably 
contrasted the economic impact of direct hiring to more “conservative” proposals to stimulate the 
entire economy with fiscal policy instruments.93  
A diverse range of policymakers and activists reiterated the idea that paraprofessional 
jobs could serve to improve labor markets in poor neighborhoods. Michael Harrington, whose 
1962 book The Other America is often credited with sparking a renewed interest in poverty, was 
calling for paraprofessional programs to employ workers displaced by automation by the 1970s, 
in the hope that the government would become “an employer of first resort” and drive up private-
sector wages.94 Ogden Reid, Scheuer’s House colleague from New York City, argued in 1965 
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that the minimum wage should be raised at least to the levels being paid by EOA and ESEA 
programs to entry-level workers. After two successive increases in the late 1960s, the minimum 
wage reached its highest-ever real purchasing power in 1968.95  
Widespread legislative support for local hiring was coupled with favorable reports on 
experimental programs in the popular press. At the local level, the activists and policymakers 
who had been experimenting for the past decade were well prepared to give shape to these 
programs. While big city school districts initially hoped to use ESEA dollars as general 
supplements to their existing programs, a series of directives from the Office of Education made 
clear that these new funds were intended to generate new approaches to poverty-area education. 
Commissioner of Education Harold Howe II singled out community-based hiring in 1966, urging 
the use of federal monies to “tap every possible source of helpers in their own communities” in a 
June speech. 96   However the task of convincing local districts to do so remained, a challenge 
made greater, in part, by the reticence of teacher unions to welcome parents into the classroom.  
VI. Replacing Teachers or Future Teachers? Teacher Unions and Community-Based Hiring 
 Teacher unions emerged as players in big city school districts in the 1950s and 1960s as 
part of a broad wave of public sector organizing. Government employment expanded rapidly in 
the postwar era - over 200,000 jobs were added in New York City alone from 1950-1970 - and 
public-sector unions accounted for 80% of union growth, jumping from one million to three 
million members.97 This expansion brought new people into the labor movement; by 1960, 
African-Americans were more likely to be unionized than any other racial or ethnic group, and 
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thousands of women had joined unions as well. The UFT, however, (and its forerunner, the 
Teachers Guild) was initially regarded as liberal-minded on some social issues, having sent buses 
to the March on Washington and educators to the South to work with students in counties where 
segregationists closed schools. However, by the mid-1960s, the UFT was known as a union that 
fought at all costs to protect the professional status and privileges of its white, middle-class 
membership, whether against the encroachments of the Board or parent activists.98 
The Teachers Guild had pushed the Board of Education to hire its first aides during the 
1957-58 school year, and the UFT included the hiring of school aides to relieve teachers from 
non-teaching duties among the provisions of their very first contract in 1962.99 Despite this, 
however, the union drew stark lines between their professional, pedagogical duties and the aides’ 
work. The 1962 contract defined aides as “civil service, administrative, non-pedagogical” 
employees,” and certainly not as potential UFT members.100 When a group of aides at Bronx 
Science High School wrote to newly-elected UFT President Albert Shanker in 1964 requesting 
membership in the UFT, advancing many of the same arguments the UFT would make for the 
incorporation of paraprofessionals in their union four years later, Shanker demurred. Since aides 
were classified as civil service employees, Shanker suggested they unionize with the local public 
service workers' union, District Council 37 of the American Federation of State, County, and 
Municipal Employees (AFSCME). They would do so in 1966.101  
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Richard Parrish, though he served as Treasurer of the UFT and a national Vice President 
of the AFT, was very much an outlier in supporting nonprofessional teachers in the classroom. In 
1964, amid debates about federal funding for local hiring in education, Parrish was the sole 
member of the AFT Executive Council to oppose a resolution that read: “Teaching is a 
profession and all instructional contact with children should be performed by professionally 
qualified teachers.”102 Parrish’s own programs in Harlem had suggested different possibilities.  
 The passage of the ESEA in 1965 raised the stakes of this debate, pouring $1.3 billion 
into public schools without earmarking any of this money expressly for teachers. Nationally, 
AFT members argued as to whether and how they should support the measure, particularly after 
Harold Howe’s speech in June of 1966 recommending local hiring.103 During a tense meeting of 
the AFT Executive Council on July 9, 1966, many members denounced Howe’s statements, 
citing several concerns. “Bringing in various people from the community,” they argued, set 
dangerous precedents, allowing school districts to close personnel gaps without hiring more 
teachers, with aides “used as teachers,” and particularly as “strikebreakers.”104 Most argued for 
the council to pass a direct resolution demanding aides not be used as teachers or to reduce class 
sizes. Some went as far as to argue, “we ought to be opposed to this entirely and come out with 
federal aid for teacher salaries,” while others noted the need to “uphold our professionalism.”105  
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 Only one AFT Vice-President argued differently at this particular meeting: Rose Claffey 
of Lynn, Massachusetts, a leading organizer of the Massachusetts Federation of Teachers. After 
noting that the AFT had been “in direct opposition to school aides” during the Bay City 
experiment, Claffey cited earlier programs created by federal funds, and remarked that many 
teachers in her state had been pleased with them. She described one in detail, echoing the 
program goals that policymakers and community activists were articulating at the time: 
“In terms of community involvement I know of a couple of situations where in terms of 
trying to set up programs they found out that in the wholly segregated schools in one of 
our native cities there was no contact between the school personnel and the community ... 
they had to go out into the community and get people who did not have high school 
diplomas, but who were recognized as leaders in that part of the community, and so they 
then became the liaison between the schools and the community. And it has worked most 
effectively. In fact, it has enabled many of these people again to rise out of lowly 
situations and to get more effective leadership roles in the city.”106 
 
AFT President Charles Cogen argued against Claffey, as did his right-hand man, future President 
David Selden. But Claffey stood her ground, arguing “I think we ought to … publicize the 
situations we now of where things have worked. We waited too long to get federal aid to be 
highly critical. I think we ought to view it with an open mind and hope it is the way we are going 
to get more funds that we can use as they best serve the needs of a community.” She repeated 
reports from her chapters that some teachers described Title I programs and materials as “the 
most fabulous things they have ever seen.” Selden had the last word, asserting “we should put 
the AFT squarely out in front as the champion of the teacher,” but Claffey’s perspective 
ultimately shaped the union’s future. Indeed, her understanding of paras as future teachers would 
be championed by Selden himself as AFT president in 1968, just a few short years later.107  




 The AFT’s change of heart was driven, as Claffey’s testimony foretold, by two factors. 
First, having realized that federal funding for education was going forward whether or not the 
union approved of it, AFT leaders decided it would be better to become involved in these 
programs than to fight them. This became particularly important as activists and policymakers in 
the late 1960s threatened much more radical changes to teaching, and helped provoke the 
unionization campaigns that are the subject of Chapters 3 and 5.108 
Nowhere were deteriorating relations with African-American and Hispanic communities 
felt more strongly than in New York City. Responding both to the directives of the international 
union and the challenges brewing at home, Shanker and UFT changed their tune on unionizing 
“aides.” In October of 1966, the union appeared in a progress report from the Women’s Talent 
Corps (WTC), an organization created with an Office of Economic Opportunity grant to train 
women for human service careers. The reported noted, “meetings with top representatives of the 
UFT have produced offers of cooperation and assistance … interest has been expressed by the 
union in representing the new position of teacher assistant as the role would be ‘pedagogical.’”109  
As Audrey Cohen remembered in 1973, “It became clear that we needed their 
cooperation, and so she “went over to Albert Shanker’s citadel” to convince him “that this was 
very important for the future of the Union.”110 The UFT’s executive council approved a 
resolution to hire paraprofessionals and recruit them into the union on February 15, 1967. By 
March, Shanker was writing to Cohen to assure her that “You may continue to count on us as an 
ally as you work for the adoption of the program. The teachers and the community have a single 
goal concerning the employment of teacher assistants. We know that teachers, children, and the 
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community will benefit.”111 Shanker wrote this even as the union prepared to insist on teachers’ 
rights to remove a “disruptive child” from the classroom in their 1967, an explosive demand that 
set the union on a collision course with Black and Hispanic parent activists. 
How did the “union of professionals” – as the UFT’s official slogan described the union –  
move to embrace these new educators? The key rhetorical shift was present in Lucille Carroll’s 
observations in Bay City in 1956: teacher aide and paraprofessional programs could, and should, 
be considered “long-range recruitment plan.” Rose Claffey, in her remarks to the AFT Executive 
Committee a decade later, made a similar observation. Speaking of an experimental training 
program that had included the opportunity to earn college credit in Lynn, she implored the AFT 
leadership to see themselves as benevolent guides to women in need. In her school district, she 
claimed, “we were the salvation of many of these people … the opportunity for them to go back 
to school and serve as a wholesome aspect of society put many of them on their feet.”112 By 
casting paraprofessionals as hardworking women seeking the opportunity to become teachers 
and “serve as a wholesome aspect of society,” Claffey provided a powerful counterweight to the 
image of the para as a community spy or threatening activist that many teachers feared in the 
context of rising demands for community control. Shanker, in describing aides as “pedagogical” 
employees, and by endorsing career ladder training from the outset, positioned himself and his 
local leadership to make a similar claim, both on their membership and on paraprofessionals. 
Offering unionization and training to paras was not purely an act of kindness; such organizing 
also offered new (dues-paying) members and the chance to impose the union’s vision of 
professional education on nascent paraprofessional programs as the Board began hiring. In the 
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years to come, the idea that paras were future teachers would serve both to unite and empower 
these new educators, and to limit their union’s vision of their roles, potential, and future as 
community workers. In the short run, however, winning union support for paraprofessional 
programs was a crucial step in bringing paras into schools. 
VII. The Final Push for Community-Based Hiring in New York City 
In New York City, robust, wide-ranging activism and advocacy for local hiring had 
continued as AFT and UFT slowly moved to embrace it. In 1966, Preston Wilcox accepted the 
chairmanship of the board of the newly-founded Women's Talent Corps after Audrey Cohen 
recruited him to the role on account of his connections to Harlem and East Harlem parents. 
Before the Women’s Talent Corps began training women for paraprofessional jobs, Wilcox 
organized meetings with Cohen and community associations all across New York City to gauge 
community interest and get feedback on the sorts of jobs women wanted. Alida Mesrop, who 
joined Cohen and Wilcox at the Corps, remembers her boss “at every community meeting in the 
city, it seemed to me,” learning about “the kind of abilities these people had and how you put 
them together with the needs within our city.”113 Seeking to place aides not just in community-
run afterschool programs but the public schools themselves, the Corps and its trainees conducted 
a letter-writing campaign and a sit-in at the Board of Education.  
Wilcox is better known for his leadership in the struggle for community control of 
Intermediate School 201 in Harlem. In that struggle, he called for a “fundamental restructuring of 
the relations between school and community based on a radical redistribution of power” that 
would include “training local residents as foster teachers.”114 Wilcox cited the example of Head 
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Start, and particularly the Child Development Group of Mississippi, in his writing. 115  The 
Harlem Parents Committee, formed in the wake of the failed integration efforts of 1964, echoed 
this sentiment in their newsletter Views, asserting the need to employ parent aides at IS 201 in 
1966 and again in 1967 as part of their larger vision of community control.116 Parent frustration 
ran high in Harlem, and hiring local residents to decolonize the school system appealed.  
Across the Harlem River, Puerto Rican parent leader Evelina Lopez Antonetty discovered 
that public schools were giving English-language IQ tests to Spanish-speaking students, and 
placing them in classes according to the results. Antonetty translated an IQ test into Spanish for 
the guidance counselor at her children’s school, and the results were (predictably) drastic, 
revealing that the complete lack of Spanish-language instruction in New York City schools put 
Puerto Rican children at a severe disadvantage.117 As Antonetty stayed involved in her children’s 
school, she also found that most parents “never felt knowledgeable enough or strong enough to 
question and change things,” and that teachers and administrators routinely kept parents in the 
dark about the challenges students faced.118 
Antonetty founded the United Bronx Parents (UBP) in 1966 to empower parents and 
address the marginalization of Spanish-speaking students (she also sat on the Board of the 
Women’s Talent Corps). The UBP printed flyers detailing “The Use of Auxiliary Personnel 
(Paraprofessionals)” and encouraging parents to demand that principals hire local mothers for 
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these positions as the Board began hiring in the fall of 1967.119 As one flyer explained, the 
community should “have a say in the recruitment and selection of Title I personnel” and “where 
possible, all jobs [should] be filled by concerned community people,” particularly Spanish 
speakers, if possible.120  
These materials appeared across the city, used by parent and activist groups to put direct 
pressure on school officials and politicians to hire locally. Writing in 1968, after the first year of 
official Board hiring, the UBP congratulated their members, noting “more and more pressure 
was brought upon the Board to hire people from the community to assist the teachers in their 
work with the children,” leading to the creation of formal paraprofessional programs.121 The 
UBP’s work is an important reminder that postwar struggles in New York included growing 
populations of Hispanic and Asian American activists, who frequently joined with African 
Americans to demand improved education.122 This is not to ignore political and pedagogical 
tensions between African-American and Hispanic educational goals in New York; the question 
of bilingual education became a contentious topic after national court cases required school 
districts to hire additional Spanish-speaking educators at the perceived expense of other 
groups.123 However, as Johanna Fernandez also has argued, the shared experiences of racism in 
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working-class, deindustrializing neighborhoods tended to generate inter-racial solidarities among 
nonwhite New Yorkers in these years.124 These included shared campaigns for local hiring. 
After the publication of New Careers for the Poor, Frank Riessman created and directed 
New York University's New Careers Development Center, from which he launched attempts to 
realize his proposed programs of local hiring and professional. With funding from the Twentieth 
Century Fund and Title III of the newly-passed ESEA, and with logistical support from NYU, 
Bank Street College, and the tireless Wilcox, Riessman designed a classroom aide program that 
combined in-school service, educational training at NYU, and civic empowerment in East 
Harlem. As Riessman told Bank Street's evaluators, “the program was so designed to permit 
them [paras] to develop strategies which would enable them, as auxiliary personnel trainees, as 
parents, and as citizens to communicate to the Board of Education.”125 Riessman hoped to see 
these experimental positions made permanent, and Samuel Peyer, the assistant principal of PS 
171 in East Harlem, agreed, writing in the grant application that “There is a need for an enabling 
program to permit adults of the East Harlem Area to become trained for the skilled, semi-
professional, and professional fields in which they have already demonstrated talent and or skill 
as a layman or volunteers.”126  
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If the language of “maximum feasible participation” in War on Poverty legislation and 
pleas of Harold Howe had not convinced them, the incredible outpouring of experimental 
programs and local activism that followed was a powerful incentive for New York City’s 
educational administrators to begin local hiring. The final hurdle was convincing the notoriously 
intransigent Board of Education to hire community members to work in their classrooms. 
Thankfully, by 1967, the Board’s newly-minted collective bargaining partner, the United 
Federation of Teachers, supported such a plan, as advanced by the Women’s Talent Corps. 
VIII. Conclusion: From Teacher Aide Experiments to a Paraprofessional Movement 
 After negotiating new positions with opportunities for advancement with both the Board 
of Education and the UFT, seventy-five women trained by the Corps started work as classroom 
and guidance assistants in New York City schools in the spring of 1967.127 They were the very 
first aides to break the classroom barrier during the school day, and set the stage for the Board’s 
official embrace of local hiring that fall. A decade of struggle had yielded real change.  
 Looking back in 1974 on the flurry of activity that brought paraprofessionals into public 
school systems on a formal basis, Frank Riessman sought to put “the paraprofessional movement 
in perspective.”128 Riessman and his co-author, Alan Gartner, cited freedom struggles and federal 
antipoverty spending as major drivers, and noted their own contributions in developing the “new 
careers” framework. They lauded the unionization of paraprofessionals, by then well underway 
and traced labor’s embrace of these programs back to this early era as well. It all amounted to a 
movement, a sustained and inspired effort on the part of a wide range of people and institutions. 
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Grouped, in this chapter, into three constellations, these actors came together in diverse settings 
to bring community-based educators themselves into schools. 
 Thinking in terms of these constellations helps to reveal both the convergence of ideas 
that produced para programs and the ongoing tensions that would shape them, and conflicts over 
them, going forward. Each constellation came to community-based hiring from a different 
starting point, and each evolved its own logic for supporting these programs. Civil rights activists 
fought to bring local people into schools as part of a broader vision of democratic self-
determination, community involvement in school governance, and integrated, equal access to 
resources (for children in the form of education, and for adults in the form of jobs). Poverty 
warriors and New Careerists believed the combination of jobs, training, and improved service 
delivery could radically improve the lives of the poor in urban communities. Teacher organizers, 
who maintained skepticism, and sometimes outright hostility, about these other logics, 
nonetheless developed their own reasoning for incorporating paraprofessionals into their union, a 
logic of personal advancement and teacher training and recruitment that served both to recruit 
new members and settle the nerves of older ones.  
Despite these clear differences, community education programs would never have 
emerged in formal school settings had substantial overlap between each constellation not led to 
sustained and generative collaborations in the decade or so between Bay City’s experiment and 
New York’s recognition of the movement. The imperatives of these years – overcrowding, 
educational inequality, a rising awareness of urban poverty, and ultimately the arrival of federal 
dollars – demanded and fueled these collaborations. Richard Parrish was a committed unionist, 
but he was equally committed to empowering the students and parents of Harlem. Preston 
Wilcox was a self-described “radical pluralist” with a deep distrust of bureaucracies, but he was 
 96 
glad to lead the eclectic cast of characters from inside and outside the establishment on the WTC 
Board in developing programs and pressuring the Board of Education to embrace them.  
Recent historical work on the War on Poverty contends that federal antipoverty 
programming was as important for the spaces it opened and activism it generated at the 
grassroots as for its intended outcomes or official design. 129 This was certainly true in the 
development of “paraprofessional” programs. The idea of hiring locally to serve communities in 
need predates the War on Poverty, and indeed, was a legacy of the New Deal and programs of 
the early twentieth century, but the outlay of new funds generated new collaborations and new 
ideas. Activists, educators, policymakers, and unionists came together across lines of class, race, 
and gender to experiment, assess, and advocate for these programs. They built a movement that 
brought thousands of low-income women into new careers and made schools more responsive to 
New York City’s working-class Black and Hispanic neighborhoods in the decades that followed.  
As the Women’s Talent Corps trainees took their posts in classrooms in the spring of 
1967, the story of paraprofessionalism in New York City was only just beginning. While a host 
of the characters described in this chapter watched eagerly, it was these women themselves who 
took on the task of realizing the promise of these programs. As they did so, they articulated their 
own vision for their new careers as community-based educators.  
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Chapter Two: “They Made Themselves Essential” 
Community-Based Educators at Work in New York City, 1967-1970 
 
“We came together as a group … it was the best thing that happened in the district. Later on, 
everybody else, they picked up and they began to go in as paraprofessionals. Bringing in paras, 
and paras being able to get the firsthand experience, having workshops for parents, teachers and 
paras. You know, bringing the community together because the whole—with that connection, 
that's what causes education to work.” 
 
Oneida Davis, Paraprofessional Educator and Teacher in the Bronx, 2014 
 
“Whatever may be wrong with the paraprofessional program in the schools of New York City, 
nothing could outweigh the overwhelming evidence we have found of its success.” 
 
Henry M. Brickell, Preface to an Independent Study of Paraprofessional Programs, 1971 
 
I. Introduction: From Experimental to Essential  
The first day of school makes everyone nervous, from wide-eyed kindergartners and their 
anxious parents to first-time teachers and the veteran educators supervising them. Beginning in 
1967, community-based paraprofessional educators shared in the excitement and terror of the 
first day of school in New York City. In addition to routine jitters, these new educators had to 
contend with a host of anxieties specific to their newly created positions. What would they do 
classrooms and schools? How would they help support the students and parents from their 
neighborhoods? Would teachers and principals respect them? Would they live up to the 
expectations of the parent and community organizations that had fought to create their jobs? 
These new “paras” had been hired to improve instruction, connect schools and communities, and 
prove that they could succeed as educators and, with training, future teachers. For them, the first 
day of school marked the beginning of their efforts to confront and meet this triple challenge. 
The political struggles swirling around public education in New York City did not make 
this task any easier. Black and Hispanic parent and community organizers had been fighting for 
educational equity for over a decade. They had urged the city to integrate its system and relieve 
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the overcrowded, under-resourced schools in their neighborhoods. These parents had also sought 
greater voice and recognition for themselves and their communities inside school classrooms, 
challenging the district’s Eurocentric curriculum and lack of Black or Hispanic teachers. In 1966, 
after promising a new, integrated school for Harlem, the city completed a controversial 
windowless building that was to be “integrated” by virtue of being half Black and half Puerto 
Rican. Furious, parents and community activists changed the tenor and tune of their protest, 
deploying the new analytics of Black Power and demanding immediate “community control” of 
the school, including the hiring of administrators, faculty, and staff from the community. The 
campaign for community control spread rapidly throughout New York City. By the fall of 1967, 
a trio of “demonstration districts” had opened in Harlem, Brooklyn, and the Lower East Side.1  
New York City’s teachers, for their part, had spent the 1960s organizing the largest and 
most powerful teachers’ union in the country, the United Federation of Teachers (UFT). The 
union grew rapidly by articulating a defense of “teacher rights” that affirmed the professional 
status of teachers and zealously protected their autonomy in the classroom from political, 
administrative, or community interference.2 While the UFT was considered a liberal, if not a 
radical, union in its early days, by 1967, its strident defense of professional status had generated 
conflicts with Black and Hispanic parents. The UFT’s insistence on a “disruptive child” clause in 
its 1967 contract, an issue over which the union went out on strike in early September, was 
particularly incendiary. While teachers argued that maintaining sovereignty over their 
classrooms meant an absolute right to remove disruptive students, parents understood the 
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measure as a violation of their children’s right to an education, and evidence of racist, classist 
assumptions about the educability and behavior of Black and Hispanic students. Hanging over 
this conflict between parents and teachers was the specter of the urban uprisings of 1967, one of 
which had engulfed Newark, New Jersey, ten short miles away. The stakes of school conflicts 
had always been high, but the clash of 1967 felt particularly volatile to New Yorkers.  
Community-based educators had been hired, in part, to bridge gaps between teachers and 
parents, between schools and the neighborhoods that they served: a tall order under any 
circumstances, but particularly challenging when that gap appeared to be widening rapidly.  
Many paraprofessional educators had taken part in the grassroots campaigns to create their jobs. 
Fully half of them had been recommended for their positions by Community Action Agencies, 
the antipoverty organizations – and, often, organs of local protest – where early experiments in 
local hiring had taken place. They all would be working with unionized teachers, many of whom 
openly opposed or feared the presence of an uncredentialed local resident in their classrooms. An 
alliance of civil rights activists, antipoverty practitioners, and teacher unionists had pushed the 
Board of Education to hire paraprofessional educators. Now, however, these “paras” would have 
to meet the expectations of stakeholders in all of these constellations of actors and institutions.  
In short, there was no guarantee that community-based educators would succeed. 
However, reports from the War on Poverty programs where many of them had trained in 
experimental programs, and from which they received referrals to schools, boded well. The 
professional social workers, educators, and policy scholars who worked with these working-class 
woman educators were regularly and continuously impressed. Alida Mesrop at the Women’s 
Talent Corps recalled its students with enthusiasm years later as “highly intelligent.” As she 
explained, “they may have been not formally educated” but “they were very active in their 
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communities, they knew what was going on, and a lot of times they knew what had to be done.”3 
For Mesrop – as for Laura Pires-Hester, Mary Dowery, Frank Riessman, and many other 
antipoverty practitioners – “there was a shared commitment, a shared sense of purpose” in these 
collaborations.4 Working with future paraprofessional educators gave these poverty warriors 
hope for the future of “community action,” while seeing them succeed led these middle-class 
reformers to adopt new theories and approaches for their future efforts. 
Parents, and the grassroots organizations of which they were a part, embraced 
community-based educators quickly, in large part because their presence in neighborhoods 
visibly reshaped the social and institutional geography of public education in immediate ways. 
As Aurelia Greene, a PTA president and organizer with the Morrisania Education Council 
(MEC) in the Bronx, remembered, “We were very proud of that initial group of paras.” These 
educators “would go beyond their position because a lot of them would just go to homes. 
Teachers wouldn't go. They would go. They would talk to their neighbors.” 5 Crossing these 
thresholds made the impact and potential of community-based hiring real for parents.  
Though the United Federation of Teachers had cautiously approved the hiring of 
community educators, and had urged teachers to embrace them in their newsletter, the United 
Teacher, the union’s leadership worried that their support of paraprofessional programs might 
alienate their rank and file. The very closeness of parents and paras could be unsettling; 
                                                
3 Alida Mesrop, Interview with the Author, January 28, 2015.  
4 Alida Mesrop, Interview with the Author, January 28, 2015. Pires-Hester and Dowery were social workers at 
Harlem Youth Opportunities Unlimited, Inc. (HARYOU and Mobilization for Youth (MFY), respectively, while 
Frank Riessman was a social psychologist and scholar of antipoverty interventions who worked with both of them. 
Their early work is discussed in Chapter 1.  
5 Aurelia Greene, Interview with the Author, August 27, 2014. For the purposes of analysis, Greene’s work with the 
Morrisania Education Council is analyzed here primarily as an extension of grassroots freedom struggles. However, 
it is important to note the significant degree of overlap between civil rights and War on Poverty organizations in 
these neighborhoods at this moment. Greene’s MEC was an arm of the Morrisania Community Progress Corporation 
(MCPC), which, like HARYOU and MFY, received federal antipoverty funding.  
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Jacqueline Watkins, who worked in the same district where Ms. Greene organized parents, 
remembers hearing administrators tell teachers “they're going to spy on you, and they're going to 
interfere with what you're doing in the classroom.”6 To gauge the situation, the UFT ran a survey 
of 200 teachers and 230 paraprofessionals in the spring of 1968 at the close of the first year of 
the program. The results were overwhelming: teachers loved the program. One teacher wrote, 
“She is essential! I could not do without her,” while another teacher declared that her classroom 
was “so much more successful because of her [paraprofessional’s] assistance, especially reaching 
out to parents.”7 Community educators had won over teachers by demonstrating that they could 
use their local knowledge to improve instruction and generate parent involvement. 
These glowing reviews and the continued availability of federal funding for the hiring of 
paraprofessional educators encouraged a tremendous expansion of para programs in the years 
between 1967 and 1970. The Board of Education began with an experimental hiring of seventy-
five women trained by the Women’s Talent Corps in the spring of 1967; by the spring of 1970, it 
employed over 10,000 paraprofessional educators. A comprehensive study of over 200 New 
York City schools conducted in that year opened with the line “whatever may be wrong with the 
paraprofessional program in the schools of New York City, nothing could outweigh the 
overwhelming evidence we have found of its success.”8 In each successive semester, and in 
every new school context, these new paras contended with similar challenges, and in the vast 
majority of cases, they demonstrated to parents, teachers, and administrators that their work 
improved public education. In Aurelia Greene’s words, “they made themselves essential.”9 
                                                
6 Jacqueline Watkins, Interview with the Author, August 29, 2014.  
7 Gladys Roth, “Auxiliary Educational Assistants in New York City Schools” UFT, Box 80, Folder 11.  
8 Brickell et al., An In-Depth Study of Paraprofessionals.  
9 Aurelia Greene, Interview with the Author, August 27, 2014.  
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II. Analyzing the Lives and Labor of Community-Based Educators 
 This chapter illuminates the ways in which community-based paraprofessional educators 
– “paras” – moved from experimental aides to essential partners in education in the course of 
three short years in New York City. In order to understand this achievement, this chapter 
examines the lives and labor of these educators at the local level – in the classroom, the 
schoolhouse, and the neighborhood – where their work transformed the social and institutional 
geography of public schooling. Scaling down to the local level brings the contributions of 
community-based educators into focus, and it also highlights the solidarity that these educators 
built with students, parents, teachers, and administrators at ground level in schools and 
neighborhoods. These intimate, interpersonal solidarities laid the political and organizational 
foundations for the unionization drive that is described in Chapter 3, and for the ongoing 
innovations and interventions paras led and developed in the 1970s, described in Chapter 4.   
This chapter strives to understand community-based educators on their own terms while 
locating them in a political, social, and institutional context shaped by the massive upheavals of 
the late 1960s, and also by the three constellations of actors who fought to bring paraprofessional 
positions into being. Across New York City, paras were as diverse as the communities from 
whence they came. Their individual trajectories in politics and public schooling varied widely, 
and it is difficult to generalize about the “typical” ideas or experiences of these educators. 
Nonetheless, three sets of practices and philosophies emerged in common among community-
based educators. These practices are visible in the paths they took to their positions, the ways 
they conceptualized the work of education, and the everyday work they did in classrooms and 
neighborhoods to improve instruction, connect schools and communities, and train toward 
careers in education. The first of these was a commitment to “activist mothering.” The second 
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was the building of cross-class, interracial solidarity among working women that spanned from 
local mothers to paras, teachers, and teacher unionists. The third was a commitment to personal 
and collective advancement through education, in which paras sought to rise with their 
communities rather than from them. 
The Board of Education’s hiring policies ensured that these educators were deeply 
connected to their neighborhoods, and to ongoing struggles for social and economic justice. 
Paras developed their approaches to community-based educational labor in these contexts, and 
infused them with practices of activist mothering, workingwomen’s coalition building, and 
collective advancement. 10  These three practices helped community-based educators win the 
support of the antipoverty organizations that trained and recommended them, the parents and 
activists who demanded their hiring, and the teachers and administrators with whom they 
worked. They also helped paras succeed in their new roles as community-based educators on 
their own terms, which meant expanding, enriching, and transforming the limited official 
definitions of “paraprofessional” or “teacher aide” labor. 
Sociologist Nancy Naples developed the framework of “activist mothering” by applying 
Patricia Hill Collins’ concept of “othermothering” to the narratives she collected from 
community-based antipoverty workers who were active in the 1960s and 1970s, including some 
paraprofessional educators11 Othermothering, as Collins defines it, is a form of social 
reproduction under conditions of subordination. “In confronting racial oppression,” she writes, 
                                                
10 While this project is not primarily an intellectual history of community-based educators, these working-class 
women of color developed and deployed sophisticated theoretical understandings of education, organizing, and 
political action, and should be recognized as theorists and intellectuals. See Keisha M. Blain, “Writing Black 
Women’s Intellectual History” Black Perspectives (2016), http://www.aaihs.org/writing-black-womens-intellectual-
history/ (accessed March 16, 2017). See also Mia E. Bay et al., eds., Toward an Intellectual History of Black Women 
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2015). 
11 Naples, Grassroots Warriors; Collins, Black Feminist Thought. Collins in turn invokes an earlier generation of 
black feminist writers, including bell hooks, Angela Davis, and Alice Walker, who conceptualized othermothering 
as a black women’s survival strategy for black communities.  
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“maintaining community-based child care and respecting othermothers who assume child-care 
responsibilities serve a critical function.”12 This work generates further action: “Experiences as 
othermothers provide a foundation for Black women's political activism.”13 Naples examines 
labor, politics, and mothering as mutual constitutive processes for “women whose motherwork 
has often been ignored or pathologized.”14 In contravention of hostile definitions, the women she 
interviewed deployed “indigenous knowledges” rooted in home, kinship, and community in 
order to improve service delivery in direct and immediate ways, while simultaneously organizing 
their communities in the service of broader, longer-term goals of social and economic justice.15 
Scholars of the welfare rights movement and the War on Poverty “from the grass roots up” have 
deployed Naples’s framework to reveal the centrality of working-class Black and Hispanic 
women’s thought and action to these movements, and to unpack and upend hierarchies of race, 
class, and gender that marginalized this work, both at the time and in and historical memory.16 
Community-based paraprofessional educators practiced activist mothering in myriad ways, 
ranging from acts of everyday emotional support for students in classrooms to explicit advocacy 
within school settings on behalf of the parents and community organizations they represented.  
                                                
12 Collins, Black Feminist Thought. 119-120 
13 Collins, Black Feminist Thought. 132. 
14 Nancy Naples, “Activist Mothering: Cross-Generational Continuity in the Community Work of Women from 
Low-Income Urban Neighborhoods” Gender and Society 6:3 (1992). The “culture of poverty” thesis – developed by 
Oscar Lewis and deployed by Daniel Patrick Moynihan and many other policymakers and policy scholars in the War 
on Poverty era – is the archetypical example of the tendency of elites to pathologize poor, non-white mothers.  
15 Naples, Grassroots Warriors. In both HARYOU’s “Youth in the Ghetto” (1964) and Pearl & Riessman’s New 
Careers for the Poor (1965), community-based educators are referred to as “indigenous nonprofessionals,” a 
formulation that drew on emergent analysis of ghettoized urban neighborhoods as colonies, particularly Kenneth 
Clark’s Dark Ghetto (1965) and the early language of Black Power. See also Rickford, We Are an African People;  
Emdin, For White Folks Who Teach in the Hood.   
16 On the welfare rights movement, see Nadasen, Welfare Warriors and Kornbluh, The Battle for Welfare Rights. On 
the War on Poverty era, see Orleck and Hazirjian, eds., The War on Poverty; Orleck, Storming Caesars Palace 
Williams, The Politics of Public Housing.  
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Community educators did the work of education in settings comprised mostly of working 
women, ranging from the parents they knew in their neighborhoods to the teachers with whom 
they shared classrooms. The shared labor of education, and the shared experience of the “double 
day” and other challenges of working as women in these years, brought parents, paras, and 
teachers together across divides of race, age, class, and metropolitan geography. The solidarities 
they developed were not explicitly articulated as “feminist” or formally connected to the 
emerging women’s liberation movement. However, they represent an important, if oft-
overlooked, variety of women’s political mobilization in these years. Recent historical studies of 
New York City have shown how these intergenerational, interracial, cross-class “feminist 
coalitions” sustained political organizing, not just in the heyday of the 1960s but well into the 
decades of retrenchment and austerity that followed.17 For community-based educators, the 
coalitions they built proved vital to their efforts to secure their jobs through unionization. 
Finally, community-based educators consistently sought out opportunities for education 
and training, not as a route to personal enrichment or to help them escape from their 
neighborhoods, but to enhance their power as educators and organizers and to bring additional 
resources to their communities. Patricia Hill Collins, drawing on the work of Cheryl Gilkes 
Townsend, calls this “going up for the oppressed,” a strategy deployed by black women 
professionals that mirrors Eugene Debs’ famous assertion that he hoped to rise “with the ranks, 
and not from the ranks” of the working class.18 In oral histories and remembrances, community-
based educators regularly cite the opportunity to train for careers in education as one of the most 
                                                
17 On feminist coalitions, see Gilmore, ed. Feminist Coalitions. In New York, see Carroll, Mobilizing New York and 
Gold, When Tenants Claimed the City. 
18 See Collins, Black Feminist Thought; Gilkes, “Going Up for the Oppressed." Eugene V. Debs, "The Canton, Ohio, 
Speech" June 16, 1918, https://www.marxists.org/archive/debs/works/1918/canton.htm (accessed March 17, 2017). 
On professional advancement and collective uplift, see also Naples, Grassroots Warriors; Sanders, A Chance for 
Change. 
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enticing reasons to become a paraprofessional; one para surveyed by the UFT in 1968 called it 
the “opportunity of a lifetime.” 19  Oneida Davis, who became a teacher after starting her career 
as a community-based educator recommended by the Morrisania Education Council in the 
Bronx, recalled in 2014, “a lot of people who were on welfare who'd never had a job …  their 
lives had totally changed and they were able to live in the community in a different way. Not 
forgetting where they came from, but to help somebody else along the way.” 20 Community-
based educators did not win extensive and regular opportunities to train as teachers until they 
unionized. However, their commitment to training with antipoverty organizations, parent groups, 
teachers, and administrators in these early days demonstrated their commitment to their work and 
created additional opportunities for building solidarity and understanding across the 
constellations of actors and institutions that were invested in their work. 
III. Recruiting “Indigenous Nonprofessionals”: The Structure of Paraprofessional Programs  
 The New York City Board of Education hired its first “official” paraprofessionals when it 
authorized the placement of seventy-five trainees from the Women’s Talent Corps – an OEO-
funded training institute for paraprofessional positions in health, education, and welfare – in 
public elementary schools in the spring of 1967. The Corps was founded and staffed by 
antipoverty practitioners in education and social work, and a cadre of leading activists sat on its 
Board, including James Farmer of CORE, Preston Wilcox, and Evelina Lopez Antonetty of the 
United Bronx Parents. To place these educators, the Corps had obtained the blessing of the 
United Federation of Teachers. The support of this wide-ranging coalition of civil rights 
activists, poverty warriors, and teacher unionists for local hiring inspired the Board of Education 
                                                
19 Gladys Roth, “Auxiliary Educational Assistants in New York City Schools” Internal Report, United Federation of 
Teachers, May 20, 1968, UFT Box 80, Folder 11.  
20 Oneida Davis, Interview with the Author, September 3, 2014.  
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to embrace the strategy. As these trainees went to work at twelve schools in Harlem, the Bronx, 
and Central Brooklyn, the Board approved several new short-term educational proposals that 
employed local people with federal funds.  
In March of 1967, the Board authorized a pilot program in 144 kindergarten classrooms 
in 42 schools in Bedford-Stuyvesant and Williamsburg, Brooklyn “to provide children with more 
individualized attention for the improvement of skills which enhance learning ability.” The 
program was funded through Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 
1965, and it aimed to replicate the ratio of adults to children in the popular Head Start pre-
kindergarten program (funded by the Office of Economic Opportunity) by employing “teacher 
aides who are indigenous to the disadvantaged area.” Duties listed for these aides included:  
1) “working cooperatively with teachers” to “help create an atmosphere in which children 
can gain positive attitudes toward school and learning,”  
2) “act as an important adult in building positive emotional responses to the classroom, 
and in establishing one-to-one relationships with children,” and  
3) “assist individual children in learning basic listening and speaking skills preparatory to 
beginning reading.” 21 
  
Aides were paid $1.75 an hour for six hours a day and the only requirements were that 
they be “low income residents of the neighborhood as defined by poverty criteria of the low-
income referral agency, with experience or interest in working with children.” The Board 
affirmed that “the local community action groups will be consulted in the hiring of aides.”22  
 In the same busy spring, the Board began building a full and formal system for 
paraprofessional hiring and training. They applied for an ESEA planning grant to do so, asserting 
“the steady proliferation of jobs of all kinds for auxiliary non-professional neighborhood 
                                                
21 Resolution 29: Authorization for Funding Under Title I ESEA of a Kindergarten Pilot Program in Districts 14 and 
16, March 8, 1967, Journal of the Board of Education, Ed 8.16 1967, City Hall Library, New York City Municipal 
Archives (Hereafter Journal of the Board of Education) 
22 Ibid. 
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personnel in our schools makes it essential that we begin to plan now for the orderly and 
coordinated recruitment, training, and classification of such personnel.” Together with the New 
York City Council Against Poverty, the citywide coordinating office for all federally funded 
community action programming, the Board outlined five “ultimate objectives”:  
1. To liberate teachers from a wide range of mechanical chores so that they may devote 
themselves more intensely to teaching 
2. To provide role models drawn directly from the community for the pupils 
3. To give the community a more direct and meaningful stake in the school and a more 
practical understanding of its problems 
4. To provide opportunities for increased individual attention and services for pupils 
5. To provide eventually a steady and continuing source of teachers recruited from minority 
groups. 
 
These objectives mirrored the formulations put forth by the diverse range of actors who 
campaigned for the creation of these positions, including scholar Frank Riessman, legislator 
James Scheuer, the community-based activists at HARYOU, and the leaders of the UFT. In the 
school years to come, the Board of Education would hire thousands of people to put these ideas 
into action in partnership with the scholars and activists who had fought for them. 
In the fall of 1967, the Board expanded hired 1,500 positions to expand the kindergarten 
pilot program across the city. In addition, superintendents and principals, in concert with 
antipoverty agencies, settlement houses, and other non-profit entities, could now propose their 
own programs for community-based education, which the Board would then approve. The 
funding for these programs continued to come from Title I of the ESEA, which, like the 
Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 that preceded it, contained provisions requiring the 
“maximum feasible participation” of the communities to be served by new programs. As the 
Board explained in a Special Circular sent to all principals and district superintendents, local 
hiring was now policy, “designed to improve communications with communities, improve 
instruction in the kindergartens, and provide opportunities for residents in disadvantaged 
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communities, who possess the ability, to develop into teachers.”23 The tripartite structure the 
Board of Education outlined in this memo – classroom improvements, community coalitions, and 
career training – was drawn directly from visions articulated in works like Riessman’s New 
Careers for the Poor and HARYOU’s Youth in the Ghetto. It provided an aspirational vision, if 
not a direct plan of action, for community-based education during these crucial early years. 
Building on the success of their pilot efforts, the Board developed a collaborative hiring 
structure for all paraprofessional positions. The only formal requirements for applicants were 
that they demonstrate a fifth-grade reading level, pass a physical and background check, and 
demonstrate eligibility for public assistance. In New York City, that meant that their household 
income was less than $4,000 per year. While the Board did not implement a formal residency 
requirement, it stated, “in all cases absolute priority must be given to residents of the zoning area 
of the elementary school.”24 Pay was between $1.75 and $2.25 an hour depending on applicants’ 
educational credentials, numbers that barely cleared the federal minimum wage of $1.60 an hour 
(however, in 1968, the minimum wage delivered the highest real purchasing power in its history, 
and adjusts to $10.55 in 2012 dollars).25 Working an average of 22-25 hours, paraprofessionals 
brought home roughly $50 a week. 26   
In order to be hired, applicants also needed a referral. Half of these new employees were 
to be referred by principals, either from “incumbent employees in other titles” or parent 
volunteers, including participants in parent-teacher associations. The other half was to be 
                                                
23 Board of Education Special Circular No. 30 “Creating Paraprofessional Positions” October 30, 1967. UFT, Box 
155, Folder 1.  
24 Brickell, An In-Depth Study of Paraprofessionals. 
25 “The Minimum Wage is Stuck at $7.25; It Should Be $21.16 – Or Higher” http://inequality.org/minimum-wage/ 
(Accessed March 25, 2015).  
26 Brickell, An In-Depth Study of Paraprofessionals. Today, the starting salary for paraprofessional educators in 
New York City is $311.25 per week at the lowest pay scale. 
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recommended by city-recognized, federally-funded antipoverty agencies, known as Community 
Action Agencies or Community Progress Corporations.27 HARYOU and Mobilization for Youth, 
the site of key pilot programs in community-based education, were two such agencies. Others 
included Bedford-Stuyvesant Youth In Action, the Morrisania Community Progress Corporation, 
the United Bronx Parents, and the Crown Heights Education Committee.28 After one semester, 
the Board of Education amended the hiring process to allow the District Council 37 of the 
American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (DC 37) – the public service 
employees union that represented school aides and cafeteria workers – to refer applicants to the 
principal. From then on, recommendations from schools were split evenly, so that administrators 
and AFSCME each referred one quarter of applications. Community-based antipoverty 
organizations provided the balance.  
New York City received roughly $100-$125 million per year from the ESEA in the late 
1960s. The continued availability of funding, coupled with positive evaluations, encouraged the 
rapid expansion of community-based education programs in the late 1960s. Schools and districts 
developed programs for short-term trial periods, often 3-6 months, a single summer, or a 
semester. They hired paraprofessional educators – listed as “educational auxiliaries” in official 
records – by the hundreds, and occasionally thousands, in every month of 1968 and 1969, as 
indicated by the table below.29 While not all of the individuals hired for each program remained 
employed after the trial period – which could be as short as three months – many stayed on in 
other roles and additional programs. By 1970, the Board employed over 10,000 community-
                                                
27 These organizations were funded through the Community Action Program of the Office of Economic 
Opportunity, both creations of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964. 
28 All of these organizations are discussed in the following chapters. On Youth in Action, see  Woodsworth, Battle 
for Bed-Stuy. 
29 Journal of the Board of Education, New York City Hall Library Ed 8.16, 1968-1969.  
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based paraprofessional educators in public schools, working with students from kindergarten 
through to their high school graduations.  
Figure 2: Table: Employees in Federally Supported Programs, Hiring Reported by 
District Superintendents to the New York City Board of Education, 1969 
 
Month Hired   Educational Auxiliaries  Student Aides 
 
December – January    1,090        157 
February     281         143  
March      578         177  
April      1,509         322 
May     2,246         1,053 
June     1,347              456  
July      530         121 
August     1,566         753 
September     867        373 
October     378         104 
November     841         33 
December     796        161 
 
Total     12,029        3,853 
 
Source: Journal of the Board of Education, Ed 8.16 1969, City Hall Library,  
Municipal Archives of New York. Student aides were high school students  
hired to work alongside paraprofessional educators in a variety of afterschool  
and summer programs (hence the spike in hiring in May), often run through  
Community Education Centers in individual districts (more on these shortly).  
 
IV. “Harlem Sophistication”: The First Generation of Community-Based Educators  
The hiring policies outlined by the Board of Education ensured that the first generation of 
community-based educators would bring intimate local knowledge of students and parents into 
public schools, along with personal connections to local struggles and organizations. At a time 
when only forty-two percent of students were white but ninety-one percent of teachers were, this 
ensured a very different workforce from the faculty with respect to race, class, and experience. 
An extensive study conducted by the Institute for Educational Development for the Board in 
1970 offers a statistical portrait of the first paraprofessionals to work in New York City schools. 
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Approximately half of were African-American and forty percent had Spanish surnames. Nearly 
all (ninety-three percent) were women, and eighty percent were mothers. Nearly all lived within 
the catchment area of the school where they worked, and eighty percent lived within ten blocks.  
Postwar racial segregation in housing and real estate ensured that most white, middle-
class teachers lived nowhere near the schools that served Black and Hispanic students, or 
students living in poverty, in New York City. As Arthur Pearl, co-author of New Careers for the 
Poor, argued, this combination of occupational and spatial segregation alienated schools from 
their surrounding communities. “Slum schools cannot be accurately described as neighborhood 
schools” Pearl wrote, “because the teachers never live in the neighborhood. One of the problems 
of the slum school is that it is difficult for a working parent to talk to a teacher because the 
teacher is miles away by the time the parent comes home from work.”30 Malcolm X, in 1964, put 
the issue more directly: “a segregated school system produces children who, when they graduate, 
graduate with crippled minds. But this does not mean that a school is segregated because it’s all 
black. A segregated school means a school that is controlled by people who have no real interest 
in it whatsoever.”31 Black and Hispanic parents in Harlem, on the Lower East Side, in the South 
Bronx, and in Central Brooklyn found such a description all too relatable.  
Mothers who became paraprofessionals often worked at the schools their children 
attended, and some programs designed by individual districts required them to do so. Across the 
board in 1970, eighty-five percent of paras reported seeing their students outside of school 
regularly. Sixty percent of paraprofessionals reported formal involvement in an existing 
community institution, and nearly all of them reported increased engagement with neighbors and 
                                                
30 “Educational Change: How - Why - For Whom?” Unedited speeches of Arthur Pearl, Distributed by the Human 
Rights Commission of San Francisco. Box 1, Publications, ELP.  
31 Malcolm X, “The Ballot or the Bullet,” 1964. Quoted in  Singh, Black Is a Country. 210 
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local institutions in the context of their new jobs. 32 As this study indicates, the Board of 
Education’s collaborative hiring structure had served its purpose, bringing a new kind of 
educator into public schools, and particularly, bringing voices from otherwise underrepresented 
communities into the ranks of professional school staff. 
The programmatic structure of paraprofessionalism in New York City guaranteed a 
tremendous degree of diversity, but it simultaneously ensured that the first generation of 
paraprofessional educators came into schools with extensive experience in community 
organizations. As Anne Cronin, the Director of Training for the Women’s Talent Corps, 
observed of her organization’s recruits:  
“It was perplexing to choose 'the best' candidates because the women who had the 
courage and initiative to make application were people who are alert and active in 
community affairs. There were many PTA officers, den mothers, community council 
members, church volunteer workers … Almost all had children, for whose future they are 
intensely concerned. In general they were bright and verbally sophisticated, with a rich 
life-knowledge and wisdom about the ways of their world.” 33 
 
Another Women’s Talent Corps report noted, “most of them [paraprofessional educators] had 
been active in recently developed community activities in their own neighborhoods; several were 
officers of PTAs and similar programs, a number had worked as assistants in Head Start, as 
school aides, or as settlement house aides.”34 Laura Pires-Hester had joined Cronin at the 
Women’s Talent Corps after leaving HARYOU in 1965. In her role as Training Coordinator, she 
had arranged the placement of the first “Corpswomen” as teacher aides at twelve New York City 
                                                
32 All of the data presented in this section are drawn from Brickell, An In-Depth Study of Paraprofessionals. The 
Women’s Talent Corps, in a similar review of their gradates in the same year, found that over half of their 
Corpswomen were involved in formal volunteering programs in their local communities.  
33 Anne Cronin quoted in “1968 Progress Report,” Folder 15 MCNY 
34 Progress Report 4, 1966, Folder 10, MCNY.  
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public schools. Pires-Hester had a name for the combination of local knowledge and organizing 
savvy these mothers brought to their work. She called it “Harlem sophistication.”35 
A common refrain in the personal narratives of community-based educators, and one that 
confirms these evaluations, is that paraprofessional programs created an opportunity for these 
women “to get some reward for the work that they were doing,” in the words of parent organizer 
Aurelia Greene.36 Maggie Martin was noticed for diligently walking local students to and from 
school, while Oneida Davis, who started at PS 55 in the South Bronx in 1968, was recruited by a 
friend who knew that she had been the Parents Association president in both of her daughters’ 
schools.37 On the Lower East Side, both Marian Thom and Shelvy Young-Abrams started their 
careers in education as volunteer parent liaisons with community antipoverty organizations, 
doing outreach to parents to make them aware of resources and opportunities for their children.38 
Like Davis, Young-Abrams’ volunteer work began in her daughters’ schools (where, she, too, 
was PTA president). It was there that a principal, Mr. Goldberg, noticed her work and 
recommended her for her first paraprofessional job.39 Florethea Brown, who joined the Women’s 
Talent Corps in 1968, found her position through Elsie Richardson, a community leader with 
Bedford-Stuyvesant Youth in Action.40 These testimonials confirmed the arguments that Pires-
Hester had made with HARYOU: working-class women needed, and deserved, to be paid for 
                                                
35 Laura Pires-Hester quoted in Progress Report 5, January-February 1967, Folder 11, MCNY 
36 Aurelia Greene, Interview with the Author, August 27, 2014.  
37 Oneida Davis, Interview with the Author, September 3, 2014.  
38 Shelvy Young Abrams, Interview with the Author, September 5, 2015; Marian Thom, Interview with the Author, 
September 3, 2013. 
39 Shelvy Young Abrams, Interview with the Author, September 5, 2015.  
40 Florethea Brown Interview, Folder 87, MCNY. 
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doing the work of education, regardless of whether their middle-class counterparts in suburbs 
could afford to volunteer their time and energy.  
These first paras also recruited like-minded women to the cause. Greene, who worked 
with the Morrisania Education Council to push principals and superintendents to hire 
paraprofessionals, recalled that recruitment was facilitated by networks of “parent leaders who” 
passed the word on to one another.”41 Martha McNear, who started with the Women’s Talent 
Corps in 1967, noted that she was “[sought] out for advice” and “encouraged others to try for 
another chance at improving themsel[ves].” McNear’s work as a para, she reported, led her to 
“become even more active in my community.”42 
 For these women, commitments to community service and activist mothering ran deep. 
“I've been volunteering since I was a kid,” remembers Marian Thom. “My mother, bless her 
soul, she had these people from her village [in China], and they had kids, and they couldn't get 
out to shop, so they would call, and she would pick up the stuff, and then I would have to drop it 
off on my way to school.”43 Thom mastered the subway by age 12, taking pregnant women to 
medical appointments, delivering tailored clothing to family friends, and carrying traditional 
remedies to far-flung relatives. Shelvy Young-Abrams recalls similar lessons from her own 
mother, a sharecropper in North Carolina who worked tirelessly to raise a large family and urged 
her daughter to seek a better life in New York City.44 While the jobs may have been new, the 
work of community organizing and community-based education was not foreign to these women. 
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 While family traditions offered guidance, it was paras’ children who often provided their 
most immediate source of inspiration and positive reinforcement. Lillian Boyce, a widow who 
became a guidance assistant at PS 167 in Brooklyn through the Women’s Talent Corps, cited her 
three children as the reason she sought a new career.45 Her colleague Martha McNear, like 
Oneida Davis and Maggie Martin, took her job in part because of the direct impact, “being able 
to help my children.” She noted with pride that her son, after seeing her in action, “wanted to 
become a teacher.”46 Julia Castro, whose work at PS 198 in East Harlem was featured in a 
television newsmagazine report on the Women’s Talent Corps in 1969, reported that her “second 
chance” had inspired her children as well, and that they felt “if mommy does this, we should do 
it too.”47 The Corps was so impressed by these invocations of family life and impact that it 
wrote, enthusiastically, in its first annual report in 1967: “Children were proud of their mothers, 
more willing to help with the housework, ‘stopped being truant’ and took a new interest in 
school work.”48 The immediate impact of these programs on the families and children of 
community-based educators reinforced the value of the program not just for paras, but also for 
the families and teachers with whom they worked. Within the tradition of activist mothering, 
their success suggested the possibility that community-based educators could make a wider 
impact on the children who inhabited their social worlds in New York City neighborhoods.  
 The women who became paraprofessional educators came into public schooling with a 
wealth of personal experience in community service and antipoverty organizing. They founded 
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this work in deep-rooted family histories and the immediate desire to inspire and support their 
children in achieving educations that many of them never had the opportunity to earn. As they 
went to work they used the practices of activist mothering, women’s coalition building, and 
collective advancement to “make themselves essential,” first to antipoverty organizations, then to 
students and their parents, and, finally, to teachers and their union. In doing so, they drew on this 
heritage, but they also proved willing to challenge sexist and racist depictions of their work and 
their communities when such definitions were used by elites to limit or marginalize them.  
IV. “Strong,” “Feisty,” and “Highly Intelligent”: How Community Educators Made 
Themselves Essential to Antipoverty Programs49 
 
 As discussed in Chapter 1, he practice of community-based education hiring in New York 
City began at the experimental antipoverty programs Mobilization for Youth (MFY) and Harlem 
Youth Opportunities Unlimited, Incorporated (HARYOU) in the early 1960s. It spread across the 
city with War on Poverty funding in the mid-1960s, to community action agencies including the 
United Bronx Parents (UBP) and the Morrisania Education Council (MEC). Federal dollars also 
funded the rise of citywide training and research institutions, including the Women’s Talent 
Corps and NYU’s New Careers Development Center. These organizations brought together 
grassroots activists and professional practitioners of the “human services” (typically defined as 
health, education, and social work) to hire and train community-based educators. After the Board 
of Education instituted formal local hiring in 1967, these agencies took on new roles preparing, 
placing, and supporting paraprofessionals in the public school system.  
 It was in these antipoverty organizations that community-based educators first made 
themselves essential, both to local activists and to practitioners and scholars of poverty policy. It 
                                                
49 All three of these adjectives were used by Alida Mesrop of the Women’s Talent Corps to describe WTC trainees. 
Alida Mesrop, Interview with the Author, January 28, 2015.  
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was in these early programs that they demonstrated the powerful practice of activist mothering, 
undermining the “culture of poverty” thesis that suffused so much elite antipoverty policy. 50 In 
these settings, they began building the first of many cross-class, interracial alliances among 
working women. They also demonstrated their unswerving commitment to personal and 
communal advancement through training and education. The success of community educators in 
antipoverty agencies encouraged formal hiring, and it also changed the course of antipoverty 
policy, as the scholar-practitioners who worked with them reformulated their theories and 
programs. Working with community-based educators convinced many middle-class, professional 
allies that working-class Black and Hispanic women could, and should, be agents of positive 
change and political organizing in their communities; that they could serve not just as “aides,” 
but as educators in their own right.  
The faculty and staff of the Women’s Talent Corps were deeply impressed by the 
knowledge, experience, and performance of the paraprofessionals they trained. The internal 
correspondence among these mostly white, middle-class women reveals a rapid change of 
perspective. In editing one early progress report in 1966 while Corpswomen were still being 
recruited, one staff member wondered in handwriting, “Do the trainees selected to date actually 
belong to the ‘culture of poverty’ or are they still striving to be middle class?”51 However, by the 
time they had placed their first trainees six months later, Director of Training Anne Cronin was 
emphatic about the potential of these new paraprofessional educators:  
“The training program reflects a basic philosophy about the ‘teachability’ of uneducated 
people. It assumes that the ‘culture of poverty’ [quotation marks in original] does not 
affect the attitudes of most of the low-income groups in New York City, and specifically 
not of women enrolled in the Women’s Talent Corps program. Rather, the Women’s 
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51 Progress Report 2, October 1966, Folder 8, MCNY 
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Talent Corps trainees subscribe to the basic cultural values of the United States and strive 
for the same goals as other Americans.”52 
 
Cronin explicitly rejected the cultural and behavioral understandings of poverty were at the top 
of the national agenda in 1967. It was in this same year that Congress passed amendments to the 
Social Security Act requiring women receiving Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC) to sign up for employment or training programs. Congress attempted to name this new 
work-incentive program “WIN,” but was widely known as “WIP” – pronounced “whip” – in 
communities where it was implemented. It forced poor women it cities into low-wage jobs in the 
private labor market, and was intellectually grounded in the notion that welfare created 
dependency. After watching hundreds of women on welfare work tirelessly to train for new 
careers and serve their communities as paraprofessional educators, Cronin – an elite white 
woman and former New Deal administrator – penned a stinging rebuke to this faulty framework. 
Community action agencies understood that community-based educators would be 
marginalized within the educational bureaucracy by behavioral theories of poverty, and they, too, 
sought to challenge them. The United Bronx Parents (UBP) published several documents 
expressly for and about paraprofessional educators between 1967 and 1970 that asserted the 
knowledge and competence of local women. One of the first informed paraprofessionals and 
community members in 1967 that paras were hired to “help interpret school to community and 
vice-versa.” The flyer included a long list of resources for paraprofessionals drawn from Board 
of Education, Women’s Talent Corps, and Bank Street College publications.53 Another flyer, 
printed on the same day, listed three priorities for Title I programs, to be addressed by 
community members working in and with schools: “emphasis on reading improvement (not 
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guidance or culture), emphasis on parent and community teacher assistants who would help with 
tutoring homework, reading drill, etc., and emphasis on teacher training under the supervision of 
community groups indigenous to our neighborhood.”54 Like Cronin, the Puerto Rican and 
African American mothers of the UBP rejected the notion that “culture” was their problem, and 
sought an active role for newly hired community educators in reforming local public schools. 55   
As community-based educators worked together with activists, scholars, educators, and 
bureaucrats in these formative years, women’s shared experiences of life and labor emerged as 
one of the most important and enduring sources of unity. While the women who did this work 
did not necessarily identify as feminists or work directly in the women’s movement, they all 
lived with the gendered division of labor, which placed the responsibility for social reproduction 
on women, including childcare and education. Women of different classes and races shared the 
challenges of balancing home and work, and recognized one another’s struggles. At the 
Women’s Talent Corps, mutual respect between professionals and the women who became 
paraprofessionals was not merely a product of exceeded expectations, but also a budding 
feminist solidarity that was cultivated by small-group conversations in many contexts. During an 
early meeting of staff and Corpswomen in 1967, one paraprofessional educator told the staffers, 
“You seemed to understand me as a woman, and I was grateful.” After the meeting, the staffer 
remarked, “these women want for their children what middle-class people want for theirs.”56 As 
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Anne Cronin remembered years later, “we all had problems as women that cut across lines … 
differences are there, but common themes are even more significant.”57 
Women’s needs and challenges proved a prominent source of shared discussion among 
gatherings of the parents, staff, and paraprofessional educators affiliated with the United Bronx 
Parents, as well. Lorraine Montenegro, the daughter of UBP founder Evelina Lopez Antonetty 
and a committed activist and leader in her own right, recalled conversations in which parents 
shared experiences and resources with one another, often late into the evening after meetings.58 
These collective conversations helped to generate activism, and they also connected parents with 
particular needs to educators who might help address them. 
 From the beginning, the women who trained as paraprofessionals impressed the people 
around them with their commitment to training and advancement. These women believed that 
that they could, and should, do the work of education. Alida Mesrop of the Women’s Talent 
Corps remembered the energy that trainees brought to their classes, even though “this was a 
night! And they're tired! And they've been working all day!” Despite this, Mesrop recalled, 
“They were strong, they were feisty. They were not namby-pamby. They questioned.” 59 Hope 
Leichter, a professor at Teachers College, Columbia University who ran the training side of an 
early “Parent-Teacher Teams” program in Harlem and the Upper West Side, was similarly 
impressed. The parents she trained demanded a broad, humanistic education beyond the narrow 
parameters the district had initially suggested, and “took advantage” of the opportunities to take 
classes at Teachers College. They also made regular use of the facilities, bringing their children 
to the library to read or to the pool to swim. Community educators’ embrace of these facilities 
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also created more opportunities for interaction, discussion, and sharing between these working-
class women and the professors and students who worked with them at Teachers. College. The 
results improved the whole program, and as Leichter recalled, “I think it was welcoming and 
democratic beyond what we, in some ways, would have consciously been able to plan.”60  
The expansion of New York City’s antipoverty bureaucracy brought sympathetic activists 
from community organizations into official positions of power. This allowed local organizations 
to win funding and support for programming for paraprofessional educators. Evelina Lopez 
Antonetty founded the United Bronx Parents in 1966; by 1967, she served on the Board of the 
Women’s Talent Corps, which trained paras for Bronx schools. Around the corner from the UBP 
Morrisania Education Council leader Jerome A. Greene wrote a proposal to hire and train 600 
paraprofessionals in the South Bronx in conjunction with local city colleges. He received support 
in getting this program funded from Thelma Johnson, a former parent activist at HARYOU who 
had proposed paraprofessional hiring in 1963. By 1967, Johnson ran the city’s Community 
Development Agency (CDA), which funded Greene’s project. The CDA was part of New York’s 
Human Resource Administration, the successor to the Council Against Poverty, was headed by 
Major Owens, himself a veteran of Brooklyn CORE.61 The movement of community activists 
into positions of power provided allies and funding for community-education programs, and also 
helped legitimate them within institutional settings.  
 The dense web of connections that linked these various institutions and organizations, 
and the movement of people and ideas between them, reveals the remarkable degree of 
collaboration that sustained educational activism in these years. Paraprofessional programs were 
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a product of these collaborations, and community-based educators, working at the nexus of these 
institutions, quickly became experts in building alliances. Antipoverty programs served as a 
laboratory in which community educators developed organizing strategies that served them well 
as they moved into formal school settings and won the support of teachers and parents. These 
strategies – activist mothering, workingwomen’s organizing, and collective advancement – 
would serve them well in future struggles over unionization, teacher training, and funding.  
V. Sincere and Deep Understanding: How Community Educators Made Themselves Essential 
to Students, Parents, and Neighborhood Struggles 
 
 Students, parents, and neighborhood residents had fought alongside antipoverty programs 
to bring people from their social worlds into public schooling in New York. If they were aware 
of the arrival of paras, most local residents were rooting for them to succeed. The organizers who 
had pushed the Board of Education to hire locally had envisioned these workers as more than 
“aides”; they intended these programs to transform the work of education, including pedagogy, 
curricula, and community relations. Community-based educators worked hard to meet these 
expectations. As paraprofessional jobs were in high demand in a deindustrializing economy, 
individual paras also had to demonstrate that they deserved their positions. By practicing activist 
mothering, allying themselves with local struggles, and working hard to advance educational 
opportunities for adults and children alike in their neighborhoods, community-based educators 
won the support of students, parents, and neighborhood residents.   
 Community-based educators challenged the class and racial biases of traditional 
schooling in many ways and at many levels. Their actions, rooted in the practice of activist 
mothering, ranged from the direct advocacy, such as pressuring schools to change their policies 
or pedagogy, to expressions of everyday humanity. In the Bronx, Oneida Davis explained that 
she and her fellow parent educators brought “community knowledge” into local schools to 
 124 
“empower” students and parents.62 This empowerment included everything from writing the first 
African-American and Puerto Rican histories in school curriculum to translating for parents at 
schools to providing of positive role models from the neighborhoods in which students lived.  
In schools and classrooms, community-based educators took on nearly every task 
imaginable. A 1967 Board of Education circular to principals listed duties ranging from the 
menial to the anthropological, including “get milk,” “take sick children to nurse,” “translate for 
students and parents,” and “explain Puerto Rican community and culture to teachers and 
administrators.”63 As was the case in most programs funded by War on Poverty legislation, 
aspirations outstripped preparation. The majority of paras went to work with minimal training or 
none at all, often having never met the teacher with whom they would share a classroom until 
they arrived for their first day on the job. These teachers, and their principals, might well have 
their own ideas about what paras should do, rooted in hierarchies of race, class, gender, and 
credentialing. Such ideas could relegate paras to serving as little more than classroom maids.  
Community-based educators quickly infused these positions and roles with their own 
ideas, and in support of students and parents, they willingly stretched the official boundaries of 
their job descriptions. While official definitions of paraprofessional duties did not include 
curricular innovations, many of these educators created community-focused lessons and 
activities in their schools. As part of the “Parent-Teacher Teams” program in West Harlem 1968, 
Mrs. Azalee Evans, one of the parent participants, developed her school’s first African-American 
history lessons for fifth graders.64 Doris Hunter did the same at her school in Bedford-
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Stuyvesant, Brooklyn. Across the park from Mrs. Evans, in East Harlem, District Four’s 
Community Education Center (CEC) launched a program to provide materials on Puerto Rican 
history and culture to classrooms and the wider community in 1969. Run by artist and educator 
Rafael Montañez Ortiz and staffed by local parents, the program would evolve into a museum of 
Latin American New York in the 1970s.65  In Chinatown, Chinese-American paras Marian Thom 
and Virginia Eng initiated the first celebrations of the Lunar New Year in local public schools.66 
With bilingual education in its infancy and legal provisions for English-language learners 
Community Corporation.67 Paras also did small group mathematics instruction, something both 
Marian Thom and Shelvy Young-Abrams provided to students on the Lower East Side.68 
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Figure 3: Paraprofessional educator Doris Hunter teaching at PS 25 in Brooklyn, 1970 
Source: United Federation of Teachers, Hans Weissenstein Negatives Collection 
 
Paras also worked in guidance and direct-service roles with students who needed special 
attention at either end of the traditional achievement spectrum. Georgina Carlo started work as a 
college guidance assistant in 1967 without a high school diploma, but she impressed her 
principal, who wrote “I find her relationship with the students to be most sincere, with deep 
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understanding.”69 Mrs. Carlo eventually earned her GED and became a permanent advisor, 
guiding students through the college application process at Benjamin Franklin High School.70 In 
the Community Education Center of District Four in Harlem and East Harlem, some 
paraprofessionals worked in the College Bound Program supporting high school students in 
graduating, completing applications, and passing entrance exams. Others helped create and staff 
alternative educational facilities for pregnant teenage girls, at a time when pregnant teens were 
barred from regular New York City high schools. 71 Through instruction and guidance in these 
venues, community-based educators provided educational opportunities to students that who had 
otherwise been written off or left behind by traditional public schooling.  
For many new paraprofessionals, the work of education included serving as relatable role 
models and accessible authorities to students. Oneida Davis took pride in being both a “role 
model” and “like mom to all these kids” both as a paraprofessional and, later, as a teacher. She 
noticed that, compared to many other educators, students found her “touchable,” and could give 
her celebratory hugs or cry on her shoulder in school. 72 Maggie Martin felt “at that particular 
time, it worked, where they [African-American students] could see more of their community in 
their school.” In the years that followed, she noticed that “the ESL children” also “need[ed] to 
see and hear their people in that school, it makes them feel a little more comfortable.”73 While 
community-based educators knew that mere representation did not guarantee equity, they also 
saw firsthand how their presence made a positive impact on students. For students, these 
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educators served both as evidence of educational participation and achievement in their 
neighborhoods, and as points of access for communicating their emotions in school settings. 
Community educators also offered direct critiques of school policies on behalf of parents 
and students. They were successful in making changes, in part, because their impact in the 
classrooms lent legitimacy to their advocacy. Leatrice Wilkerson, who became a guidance 
assistant in the Bronx, was reported to be “almost like a mother hen,” and, according to a 
Women’s Talent Corps review of her work, “it appeared to us that she had been probably playing 
this role for many years.”74 The reviewer noted that this temperament made Mrs. Wilkerson an 
effective activist in public schools: “She has the ability to go into the schools with both eyes 
open, point out glaring injustices, but in such a way that does not make the administration mad 
but rather mobilizes them to do something about it.”75 As outsiders who proved effective within 
school walls, paraprofessional educators legitimated their critiques, and made space to realize the 
demands of the movements they came from and struggled alongside. However, as the sexist 
language deployed in this review demonstrates, maternalist language could be used to box paras 
in, as well as to generate activism. As they organized and unionized in the years to come, paras 
frequently contended with assertions from administrators that they were naturally inclined to do 
their work, and thus did not care what they were paid for it.  
Several programs developed by the Central Board of Education and promoted through 
Community Education Centers (CECs) built on the activist mothering of paraprofessionals by 
pairing them with teenagers from the Neighborhood Youth Corps, a program developed by the 
city’s antipoverty agency that hired thousands of young people in community service roles (see 
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the chart at the beginning of this chapter for data on “student aide” hiring).76 Working together in 
East Harlem’s CEC, paras and neighborhood youth workers tutored elementary school students, 
raised awareness about sickle cell anemia, and shared information about drug addiction and 
treatment.77 This pairing of mothers and teens was reminiscent of the work of women in the 
black freedom struggle, such as Ella Baker, who advised the Young People’s Consumer’s 
League in Harlem the 1930s and SNCC in the 1960s. This kind of programming also offered a 
subtle but powerful rebuke to the “culture of poverty” framework. At the East Harlem CEC, the 
very mothers and youth who were supposedly reproducing the matriarchal “tangle of pathology” 
that plagued low-income African-American and Hispanic neighborhoods were, in fact, providing 
needed services to their communities. 
As evidenced by these examples, community-based educators believed the work of 
education required them to step outside the schoolhouse door. Doing this work involved 
collaborating with local residents and sharing in local struggles. Community-based educators 
built lasting alliances while doing so. Some paraprofessional educators were employed expressly 
as “family aides,” a role in which they made one-on-one visits to families to share resources and 
information. Even those who worked as classroom paras, including several in an intensive 
reading program in East Flatbush, Brooklyn, found themselves reaching out to people they knew, 
“communicating with the children's parents about they can help their child at home.”78 Through 
outreach, paraprofessional educators made parents aware of resources for children and adults 
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alike. Lillian Boyce, a guidance assistant at PS 167 in Brooklyn, organized and led families from 
her school in attending reading clinics at Long Island University.79 Louise Burwell, who excelled 
as a student in East Harlem in the 1960s, remembers a para reaching out to her mother to guide 
her through the open enrollment process so that Burwell could attend a midtown school in junior 
high and high school.80 Also in East Harlem, District Four’s CEC developed a program for the 
recruitment and training of Spanish-speaking teachers, a bi-lingual student newspaper, and an 
anti-drug program.81 Bilingual paraprofessionals were particularly important in outreach and 
collaborative efforts; Marian Thom’s principal told her that parent attendance at parent-teacher 
conferences on the Lower East Side doubled after Chinese and Spanish-speaking 
paraprofessionals promised to attend and translate for parents.82 
Building these sorts of linkages and doing this outreach was one of the three overarching 
goals of paraprofessional programs, and it was in this area of their work that paraprofessional 
educators’ impact was most directly and immediately visible to students, parents, and local 
residents. Shelvy Young-Abrams put it simply: “We lived in the community.” She remembers 
seeing parents and students while shopping at the supermarket, walking down the street, and at 
local community meetings.83 In the same neighborhood, Marian Thom described herself as “a 
liaison between the school and the community.”84 Paras’ efforts in these conduit roles earned 
high praise from parents across the city. In the South Bronx, the UBP proudly noted that its 
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parent evaluations of schools ”called for more paraprofessionals” and urged the Board of 
Education to hire and promote more local women in 1968. As one flyer declared, parents knew 
the value of having two adults in the classroom, and had “asked the Board last year to make this 
second adult a paraprofessional.”85  
These new paraprofessional educators won students and parents over through their 
efforts. They worked tirelessly on behalf of students in and out of class and shared valuable 
educational and logistical information with their parents. They served as advocates for local 
perspectives and demands to teachers and administrators, and brought local culture into schools. 
They also accessed, won, and directed resources and opportunities from formal school settings 
into neighborhood contexts, where these resources – ranging from language classes to access to 
new jobs – benefitted adults and communities collectively. The work of paras on behalf of their 
neighborhoods serves as a reminder that community-based education was not a minor policy 
intervention in education. It was a movement for social and economic justice in urban 
neighborhoods, a vision for improving the lives of children and adults through public schooling.  
VI. “The Best Thing That Could Ever Happen”: How Community-Based Educators Made 
Themselves Essential to Teachers and Administrators 
 
Community-based educators brought a wealth of talent and experience into public 
schools, supported by a robust network of formal and informal organizations. However, these 
qualities did not guarantee that teachers or administrators would accept these new para-
professional educators. Local hiring ignited a number of fears and hostilities on the part of 
teachers. Some worried paras would spy on them for radical parent groups or disrupt and 
undermine teachers in the classroom. Others assumed paras simply “were not smart enough to do 
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this,” as one teacher told Jacqueline Watkins in the Bronx. 86 They believed these new educators 
would prove incompetent burdens, and undermine teacher professionalism in the process. 
Another concern was the fear that paras would act as scabs and a source of cheap labor more 
generally, allowing administrators to undo teachers’ recent union contract gains.  
Community-based educators won teachers and administrators to their cause by making an 
enormous positive impact on the classroom experience for teachers and students. They did this in 
the three ways outlined earlier in this chapter, all of which overlapped and intertwined with one 
another. The quotation that serves as the subtitle for this section may seem hyperbolic, but it 
comes directly from a principal in Brooklyn, who said of paraprofessional Sara Thomas in 1968: 
“She’s very unusual … but there are others like her to be found in her community. If we had 
more people like her, it would be the best thing that could ever happen.” Ms. Thomas had 
“connected with students and parents” in ways the teacher “could not.”87 
Winning this acceptance from professional educators was not easy. In remembrances of 
their first days on the job, many community-based educators shared the sentiments of Maggie 
Martin: they were “rough, make no mistake about it.” 88 The teacher Martin worked for, one of 
the only black educators at her school in Queens, was a “dynamite” pedagogue, but “teaching 
was her profession” and she felt that Martin’s presence cheapened her hard-won professional 
status. She barely spoke to Martin for the first several months, relegating her to menial tasks at 
the back of the class. This teacher initially defined Martin’s labor as aide work and nothing more.   
Shelvy Young-Abrams had the same experience on the Lower East Side, where the 
teacher she worked for “did not want me to have anything to do with the children. I would be 
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sitting in the back of the classroom. The kid couldn't even come over and ask me a question. She 
was very protective of that classroom.” 89 In some cases, connections – real or perceived – to 
community activism was could generate additional hostility. The Women’s Talent Corps 
received a report of one teacher in a pilot school in 1967 who told a Corpswoman “the idea of 
creating jobs for Negroes was bad” and “Negroes should earn their equality by being better than 
white people.” In protest of the program, “she refused to call [the paraprofessional educator] 
anything but ‘aide.’”90  
Some schools institutionalized this racist hostility; at PS 51 in the Bronx, community-
based educator Cleo Silvers reported that paraprofessionals were refused access to the teachers’ 
lounge for lunch and not given keys to faculty bathrooms.91 Exclusion from lounges and 
bathrooms was common enough that the New York New Careerist Association cited both as 
examples of inequity in their 1970 manual, “A Parent Guide for Community-Based Educational 
Workers in Schools.” 92 Interpersonal and institutional indignities of this sort not only served to 
define paras as incapable of anything beyond basic tasks; they re-inscribed the racism and class 
bias that these programs had been devised to challenge in the educational workforce. If activists 
had dreamt of parents and teachers modeling engaged, equitable pedagogy in classrooms, a 
world in which poor, non-white women were relegated to the back of the class as menial laborers 
was a nightmare.  
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Defenses of white privilege and professional prerogatives were not always so bald and 
hostile, but such statements were indicative of a larger problem with paras on the part of white, 
middle-class teachers. In a letter to UFT President Albert Shanker, a teacher on the Lower East 
Side wrote to complain, “It appears the primary purpose of the program has been to provide 
employment for poor people rather than primarily to help the children.” The teacher 
acknowledged, “due to various problems in our changing urban society there are many children 
who can no longer be reached in the traditional structure of a public school” but argued that the 
solution was not local hiring but rather “open, competitive examinations” (as the Board of 
Education’s exams were perceived by those who had cleared this hurdle).93  
Marian Thom, a Chinese-American mother who started in the same year as Maggie 
Martin at PS 126 on the Lower East Side, remembered a different fear on the part of the teachers 
at her school. “They were afraid that we were going to take over their jobs,” she recalls, “because 
teachers were having a hard time as it was” negotiating their salaries and hours with 
administrators. 94 In the midst of struggles with the Board of Education, teachers feared that 
administrators might see in paraprofessionals a cheaper, more pliable alternative labor force. 
Teacher Leora Farber, who transferred from a middle school in Brownsville, Brooklyn to one in 
Rosedale, Queens to be closer to her home in Nassau County in 1967, remembered similar 
complaints from her former colleagues, who worried that they would soon find themselves 
outnumbered in schools, and then replaced, by poorly-trained, poorly-paid paraprofessionals.95 
Not every teacher greeted community-based educators with hostility. Some had worked 
actively to bring parents into schools as partners in education, including Richard Parrish, Jerome 
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A. Greene, and Jacqueline Watkins, who welcomed paraprofessionals into their classrooms on 
principle. These teachers served both as allies to paraprofessionals and advocates for community 
engagement as paras started their work. However, the possibilities of winning teachers and 
administrators to the cause of community-based education remained unclear as paraprofessionals 
made their way into schools and classrooms in 1967.  
 Simply put, community-based educators won teachers and administrators over because 
their work in classrooms and communities improved the educational experience for all parties 
involved. As Alida Mesrop of the Women’s Talent Corps explained it, effective intervention 
won the day: “the teachers who were the strongest welcomed anything that would help make 
their jobs, not easier, but their jobs more focused so that they could be more effective.” 96 
Jacqueline Watkins concurred, noting, “paraprofessionals did come into the schools” and “from 
my standpoint, and having been a teacher in the school, it seemed to work out pretty well.” 
Watkins diagnosed a nascent solidarity in shared classroom labor. “The more you understand 
people, the more you understand their thoughts, and you share your thoughts and ideas, we're all 
the same!”97 As Maggie Martin remembered, “after they got over the fear of us spying on them, 
it was a beautiful relationship.” The teacher she worked with “finally … rose around to it,” and 
the two shared a productive relationship, meeting over lunch to plan lessons, compare notes on 
students, and strategize together to educate the children of their community.98 Shelvy Young-
Abrams said the same of her teacher: “We ended up having the best working relationship in that 
classroom … It took her a little while, but she came around.”99 As Aurelia Greene recalled, 
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“great friendships came out of some of the relationships” between paras and teachers in her 
Bronx school district. 100 
How did community-based educators win over teachers? As Marian Thom remembered, 
“you helped the teacher any way you could.”101 Classroom interventions often consisted small-
group and individualized instruction and attention in a variety of settings. Intensive reading was 
a frequent task, and one that paras proved adept at supervising. Teacher Leanora Nelson wrote to 
New York City Superintendent Bernard Donovan to praise Jean Smith of the Women’s Talent 
Corps for “tak[ing] over a slow-reading, very active group of children for intensive direction and 
assistance.” 102 In East Flatbush in Brooklyn, teachers described paras in an intensive reading 
program as “very helpful in working with small groups of children,” particular those who 
struggled with English.103 While individualized instruction was encouraged as part of new 
teaching models in the mid-1960s, many paras doing this work found that they did so for the 
simple reason that, as Oneida Davis recalled in the Bronx, “overcrowded classrooms” bred a 
“sense of frustration” for overwhelmed teachers.104 By relieving that frustration and helping 
them move children forward, community-based educators quickly impressed teachers.  
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Figure 4: Small Group Instruction with Teachers and Paraprofessionals, 1970 
Source: United Federation of Teachers, Hans Weissenstein Negatives Collection 
 
Community-based educators worked with teachers and administrators to address student 
behavior and discipline. Marian Thom worked with a new teacher who was too afraid of her 
students to punish them. When one particular student became aggressive with Thom, she told the 
teacher, “look, I live in this neighborhood, I’ve got to walk home, so I'm not going to let this kid 
diss me.” Thom called the student’s father, who addressed the issue.105 Clara Blackman, the 
Assistant Director of Guidance for the New York City Board of Education, told Women’s Talent 
Corps interviewers that paraprofessional educators “really proved themselves in many cases to 
be invaluable,” citing instances when paraprofessionals would “sit and talk to the children” 
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struggling to control their behavior, “just to have them release some tension.”106 As she recalled, 
paraprofessional educators “could see the problems that were encountered with certain children 
in the school that they could off-set to some extent in the community … They would be in a 
position to transmit to parents in the community some of the problems that they perceived in the 
school.”107 Whether through connections to families or by providing a familiar, calming presence 
to students, paraprofessional educators helped to address classroom disruptions without recourse 
to suspensions or expulsions that might further alienate students and parents from school. 
Classroom labor could also take the form of cultural brokerage, in which paraprofessional 
educators translated elements of local culture and language for educators. Chinese-American 
paraprofessional Virginia Eng remembers explaining to the teacher she worked with that several 
boys came to her class without the school-assigned uniform because of its similarity to funeral 
attire in their families’ home region of China.108 Eng and Thom also led teachers on trips to 
Chinese restaurants for lunches to get to know the neighborhood where they taught. 109  Julia 
Castro’s first job as a teacher aide was in a first grade classroom where thirteen of the twenty-
five students struggled with English. The teacher spoke no Spanish, but Ms. Castro, from Puerto 
Rico, was able to translate.110 These interventions relied on paras’ value for teachers as outsiders 
within the educational bureaucracy, and they also engaged their commitments to activist 
mothering and bringing community knowledge into schools. As Leonard Litwin, principal of 
Benjamin Franklin High School, explained in a letter to Superintendent Bernard Donovan, “these 
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assistants, indigenous to our school neighborhood, function as receptionists, interpreters, and 
liaison agents between school and community.”111 
While positive evaluations of these programs abounded in these years, teachers, 
administrators, and unionists reserved special praise for the impact that paraprofessional 
educators had on the relationship between schools and the surrounding community. Principal 
Seymour Levey of PS 45 in Manhattan wrote to the Women’s Talent Corps to praise his two 
guidance aides, Anna Quinones and Rose Garcia, who were “doing valuable work on such 
matters as pupil attendance, family guidance problems, punctuality.”112 In a New York Daily 
News report, Principal Milton E. Goldenberg of PS 146 in the Bronx said, “Thanks to these 
women, we are reaching children we never reached before. They’ve also built a wonderful 
rapport with the community, and we have noted a definite lessening of tension between parents 
and schools.”113 The Board of Education wrote in 1969 that Educators are becoming increasingly 
aware of the special contributions that indigenous workers can make [emphasis original]. 
Research has revealed . . . [that paras can] improve communications between schools and 
poverty-area communities.” 114 United Federation of Teachers President Albert Shanker, in a 
communication to his chapter chairs urging a “special effort” to organize paraprofessionals in 
1968, asserted, “new paraprofessionals can be utilized in the school system to help upgrade the 
educational atmosphere.” 115  
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Community-based educators had come to work in experimental positions in 1967. In just 
three short years, they had made themselves essential to everyone they worked with, and to the 
three constellations of actors and institutions that had organized to create their positions. In doing 
so, they redefined the work of education, and their place in this work, to include new forms of 
pedagogy, new curricular material, and new ways of connecting schools and communities.  
VII. Transforming the Social and Institutional Geography of Public Education  
 Community-based educators transformed public education in schools, classrooms and 
neighborhoods in the late 1960s through the practices of activist mothering, working women’s 
coalition building, and collective advancement. Their innumerable interventions, predicated on 
their intimate knowledge of local families and longstanding connections to local institutions, 
improved the experience of public education for students, teachers, parents, and administrators. 
Community-based educators believed schools needed local support to succeed, and they worked 
to generate reciprocal relationships to provide it. They also knew that schools could provide 
resources and opportunities to adults and neighborhoods collectively, and they worked to 
marshal these resources to support ongoing struggles for social and economic justice. 
 The work of these educators also transformed the social and institutional geography of 
public schooling. The neighborhoods where paras worked had been defined by outsiders as 
“poverty areas,” pathologized places inhabited by people afflicted by the “culture of poverty.” 
While elite interventions, which ranged from massive slum clearance projects to the construction 
of windowless schools, sought to obviate and replace these neighborhoods, community-based 
educators used local knowledge, culture, and organizational capacity to refashion these 
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segregated places into dynamic, educational spaces. 116 Mapping these programs helps reveal the 
spatial qualities of these interventions, in several ways. 
Participant information preserved from the “Parent-Teacher Teams” program in Local 
School District 5 – in Harlem and on the Upper West Side – offers an opportunity to visualize 
the ways in which different varieties of paraprofessional labor overlapped and reinforced one 
another. Created by parents, teachers, administrators, and community organizations including 
HARYOU (then HARYOU-ACT) in the fall of 1967, the program’s goal was “mutual 
understanding through teamwork in the classroom.”117 The project employed 135 local parents in 
their children’s schools as teacher aides, and offered two paid trainings a week in partnership 
with Teachers College. Parent aides lived within a few blocks of the school where they worked, 
while the teachers they were paired with came to school from across the metropolitan area. At PS 
179 in Manhattan Valley, all five parents lived in the Frederick Douglass Houses, public housing 
that surrounded the school and housed many pupils.118 According to a report on the program, the 
local knowledge these paras brought into the classroom benefitted children, as a classroom aide 
could “understand and relate to the children whose environment she shares,” particularly in 
classes with bilingual pupils.119  
Working women’s solidarity provided the glue that held parents and teachers together. 
The program began in the summer of 1967 when a self-selected group of parents and teachers 
began meeting voluntarily under the aegis of the District. One parent reported that she “learned 
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that all mothers care about their children” and that she had “become far less bigoted against those 
who are not of my race.” A teacher echoed this sentiment, saying, “I learned that parents want 
the same thing that I want – each is looking out for the welfare of the child. I can’t wait to have a 
parent in my room.”120 Mapping out the home addresses of some of the parent and teacher 
participants in this program is a revealing exercise. On the following pages, Map 1 shows the 
addresses of the paraprofessionals (blue dots) in one four-school cluster, while Map 2 shows the 
residences of all teachers (red dots). The schools are visible as yellow blocks on Map 1. 
These two maps help to visualize the impact of hiring local residents to work in public 
schools. Each blue dot, each paraprofessional address, represents a new link between school and 
community, as well as a new job for a mother on welfare in a neighborhood facing rising 
unemployment in these years. While most students in these schools, and their parents, would 
never have had the opportunity to encounter their teachers after school, the likelihood of 
encountering a paraprofessional educator seems very high, whether on the street, in apartment 
buildings, at the store, in the park, or at a place of worship. The conversations that took place 
between these paras and parents would surely have run the gamut, from individual student 
behaviors to the needs of the community at large. While individual accounts of these 
conversations do not exist, what is clear from these maps is that paraprofessional programs both 
opened new conduits for community participation and rescaled the educational bureaucracy and 
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Figure 5: Map 1: Home addresses of parent educators in Parent-Teacher Teams Center B, 
Southern Harlem, 1968. Parent addresses are marked by blue dots.  
The four schools where they worked are shaded in yellow and outlined in black. 
Source: Morningside Area Alliance Records (Cartography by Nicholas Juravich in Neatline) 
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Figure 6: Map 2: Home addresses of participating teachers in Parent-Teacher Teams Center B. 
The dark cluster above Central Park is Southern Harlem, a detail of which is visible on Map 1. 




In an article in “TC Week” in 1969, the assistant principal of one participating schools 
avowed the program “worked beautifully.”121 Her assessment mirrored the statements of many 
other administrators and teachers, many of whom had initially been quite skeptical of the idea of 
local hiring. Community-based educators won them over, and changed the course of public 
education freedom struggles, poverty policy, and teacher unionism in New York in the process. 
VII. Conclusion: An Understudied and Uncertain Triumph  
 If one thing unites the incredibly diverse range of paraprofessional programs in New 
York City schools in these years, it is favorable evaluation. Whether in the comments of 
principals and teachers, the letters sent to the Board of Education and the Women’s Talent 
Corps, or the reminiscences of paraprofessionals themselves, the impression left is that 
something new and remarkable took place in public education as paraprofessional educators 
went to work. Evaluations from around the nation reinforced the notion that paraprofessional 
educators were reshaping public schooling. In a speech to the National Conference on the 
Paraprofessional in 1969, Frank Riessman cited studies from Indiana, Minnesota, Michigan, 
Colorado, and New York showing significant gains in reading with paraprofessional educators 
present, and significant instructor and principal support of and belief in the impact of 
paraprofessional educators.122    
 The comprehensive survey conducted by the Institute for Educational Development of 
New York City schools in 1970 confirmed the sentiments of educators and activists on the 
ground. Ninety-five percent of elementary school students reported enjoying school more and 
learning more with a para in the classroom, while four fifths of junior high school students 
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reported the same. Three-quarters of teachers observed improved student performance since the 
beginning of the paraprofessional program, and the same fraction of parents agreed. Ninety-five 
percent of teachers felt that community relations had improved, and nearly all principals agreed. 
Seventy percent of paras felt their work was improving their neighborhoods, and ninety-five felt 
their jobs were very important. With this last, the Institute for Educational Development agreed 
heartily, describing the success of paras as “overwhelming.”123  
  Community-based educators transformed public education in New York City in the three 
short years between 1967 and 1970. Drawing on community traditions of activist mothering and 
their own wealth of experience as school volunteers and community organizers, they built 
alliances with diverse actors and institutions and created new educational practices. They 
brought the demands of freedom struggles into everyday public school pedagogy and curricula 
while convincing wary teachers, their deeply protective union, and a notoriously intransigent 
Board of Education that the work of community-based education could serve all parties 
concerned. The programs they worked for created thousands of jobs in impoverished 
communities, and thousands of new conduits and resources for the students and parents served 
by public schools in those neighborhoods. While these programs are difficult to characterize in a 
general fashion, the overall picture that emerges from quantitative data and qualitative studies in 
this period is one of energized collaboration and productive educational ferment. The success of 
these programs was predicated on the ability of mothers on welfare to reimagine and reshape 
education despite having been afforded little formal training of their own, and these women 
exceeded every expectation. Their work was a staggering rebuke to the “culture of poverty” 
thesis and a major effort to address the structural poverty and racism facing their communities. 
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 And yet, the successful classroom and community labor of paraprofessional educators 
was not enough, in and of itself, to guarantee the continued existence of these programs or living 
wages for the people who made them possible. Nor, despite the clear evidence of paras’ aptitude 
for classroom labor, were opportunities to train as teachers forthcoming. This last particularly 
frustrated paraprofessional educators, many of whom found their work invigorating and hoped to 
continue in educational careers. As Martha McNear told one interviewer, “I have always wanted 
to be a teacher. I love children and like working with them. I thought life had passed me by after 
all these years. Now I know that I still have a chance to fulfill my lifelong dream.”124 Many 
paraprofessionals used the language of a “second chance” in describing the opportunities offered 
by their new positions. They did not plan to wait for a third chance to come around. 
The promise of teacher training was realized in a few pilot programs in these years; 
Jerome A. Greene’s efforts in the Bronx were one such example. Despite the desires of 
paraprofessional educators, however, only a tiny fraction of them were able to receive any kind 
of training. Some cynics in the Board of Education argued that to keep paraprofessional 
educators from leaving the communities they came from, and to keep them in contact with the 
poor and working-class residents thereof, salaries and educational opportunities needed to be 
kept to a minimum. As the New York Times reported in 1967, “One of the professionals who 
trained these women speculated whether it might be natural for some of them ‘to turn their backs 
on their environment as soon as they leave it.’” However, the reporter continued, “most of the 
trainees continue to express a desire to remain in and to improve their communities. ‘They can 
accept change creatively, something the middle-class community finds hard,’ another 
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coordinator noted.”125 The Times’ report echoed the sentiment expressed by Oneida Davis at the 
beginning of this chapter, that she and her fellow paras aimed “to live in the community in a 
different way, not forgetting where they came from, but helping someone else along the way.”126 
These sentiments reveal the ways in which community-based educators defined both their labor 
and the local geography of their neighborhoods. They did not hope to escape these places, but to 
improve them through their own commitments to working with local parents and residents.  
In their desire to rise with, and not from, their New York City neighborhoods, 
paraprofessional educators articulated a vision of collective advancement for an emerging, post-
industrial working class. Doing so, however, required challenging bosses who hoped to keep the 
labor of these “aides” cheap and flexible. In the very same years that community-based educators 
strove to deliver on the promise of the “paraprofessional movement,” then, they had to 
simultaneously fight to make officials hold up their end of the bargain and provide better wages, 
job security, and teacher training. And if that wasn’t enough, they had to do so amid one of the 
most confrontations between teacher unionists and parent activists in United States history. 
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Chapter Three: The Triumph of the Paraprofessionals 
Community-Based Educators Unionize in New York City, 1967-1970 
 
“We gave each other hope that there was a way out of this whole bondage that we were in, and 
the only way to do that was by following the footsteps that we were going in, which was 
following the union movement. That's for all the minorities, the Hispanics, the blacks, and all 
that, and especially women.”       
 
Shelvy Young-Abrams, Paraprofessional Educator and UFT Organizer, 2014 
 
“The new UFT paraprofessional contract is one of the finest examples of self-determination by 
the poor, and it is likely to be repeated in other cities as part of a nationwide struggle by low-
income workers to achieve equality.” 
 
Bayard Rustin, “Triumph of the Paraprofessionals” New York Amsterdam News, 1970 
 
I. Introduction: “Self-Determination by the Poor” 
 
In August of 1970, New York City’s community-based paraprofessional educators signed 
their landmark contract with the city’s Board of Education. They had won a 140-percent wage 
increase, grievance procedures, health care, and the creation of a paid teacher-training program 
for all “paras.” In his op-ed in the New York Amsterdam News, Bayard Rustin called the contract 
“one of the finest examples of self-determination by the poor.” By “putting millions of dollars in 
the pockets of the poor,” Rustin argued, the contract did “more to combat poverty” than any 
other War on Poverty program had. It provided living wages and job security to 
paraprofessionals and helped to formalize and legitimate the place of these community-based, 
Black and Hispanic educators in public schools and union halls. In doing so, Rustin argued, the 
contract was “a benefit not only to the paraprofessionals but to the entire society.” 1   
As discussed in the introduction, the community-based educators who signed this 
contract remember it as a watershed, both in their own lives and in ongoing struggles for 
economic and social justice. Oneida Davis called it “the best thing that happened” in the 
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tumultuous years of the late 1960s.2 Maggie Martin felt the contract affirmed and 
institutionalized paras’ partnership with teachers in classrooms.3 Shelvy Young-Abrams took 
strength from the struggle. As she remembers, “We gave each other hope.”4 Community-based 
educators had entered New York City public schools for the first time just three years earlier as 
part of “experimental” antipoverty programs in the city’s poorest neighborhoods: Harlem, the 
Lower East Side, the South Bronx, and Central Brooklyn. Three years later, these working-class, 
Black and Hispanic women had solidified their place, and their rights, as educators. 
Remarkably, paras won their contract a scant eighteen months after explosive clashes 
between community leaders and the UFT over “community control” of local schools in 1968. 
During the conflict, the Amsterdam News blasted Rustin as “a handpicked ‘black representative’ 
without black identity” for his defense of the UFT’s strikes.5 In the aftermath, the possibility of 
paraprofessional educators joining the union, or of the union welcoming them, seemed remote. 
Fully half of paras had found their positions through local antipoverty organizations, most of 
which had opposed the union and supported community control.6 Paras were deeply rooted in 
long-running community struggles for school equity, and many, including Oneida Davis, crossed 
picket lines to teach and care for children, including their own, when the UFT struck in 1968. 
Many teachers, assailed by angry parents while picketing, decided that paras were scabs and 
spies for their enemies in the community control fight.  
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Just six months later, however, thousands of these community-based educators voted to 
join the UFT. The Board of Education refused to negotiate with paras in January of 1970, but 
after an intensive two-front campaign that spring, thousands of teachers voted to back a 
paraprofessional strike, while activists who had battled the union in 1968 publically expressed 
support for the paraprofessionals’ demands. The combination of community and teacher support 
brought the Board to the table that summer. The result was a contract that transformed the city’s 
school system, expanded job and career opportunities for working-class women in the midst of 
the urban crisis, and became a national model for teacher unionism in the decade that followed.  
 This chapter explores the organizing drives and unlikely alliances that led to this 
pioneering contract. It traces the paths of paraprofessional educators and UFT organizers as they 
built working women’s alliances across divides of race, class and metropolitan geography. It 
shows how they mobilized white, middle-class teachers and working-class Black and Hispanic 
activists and to support their campaign.  
This story – of community-based educators joining the anti-community-control “union of 
professionals” to preserve and expand a War on Poverty program that directly created jobs for 
Black and Hispanic women – seems improbable, if not impossible, in the context of our current 
historiography. Historians of the 1968 strikes argue that they splintered New York’s liberal 
coalition and destroyed both the practice and legitimacy of participatory governance. 7 Studying 
paraprofessional organizing reframes these narratives, revealing the power of working-class 
women’s organizing to build and sustain coalitions in support of direct employment and 
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Civil Rights Movement; Perlstein, Justice, Justice; Perrillo, Uncivil Rights; Podair, The Strike That Changed New 
York; Pritchett Brownsville, Brooklyn; Ravitch, The Great Schools Wars.  
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community involvement in schools. 8 Paraprofessional unionization was fraught and imperfect, 
necessitating compromises and creating new challenges that are explored in later chapters. In 
these years, however, the organizing of paraprofessional educators secured the place of 
thousands of working-class Black and Hispanic workers in schools and the labor movement long 
after the end of the 1968 strikes. 
This campaign has received scant attention from historians, in part, because 
paraprofessional voices have gone unheeded. Official histories of the UFT cite the unionization 
of paras as evidence of top-down benevolence in counterpoint to the Ocean Hill-Brownsville 
fight. 9 Studies of teacher professionalism and grassroots activism, in contrast, have argued that 
unionization was an exercise in co-optation that used negligible gains to split paras from 
community activists.10 Both interpretations render paras as passive objects; thankful beneficiaries 
or unwitting dupes. However, as previous chapters have argued, and as this chapter will 
demonstrate, New York’s paraprofessionals were seasoned organizers who had been leaders in 
campaigns for local hiring.11 Well-versed in organizing and coalition building, and well aware of 
the precarity of their positions amid the upheavals of the late 1960s, paras sought membership in 
the UFT to secure their jobs, improve their wages and working conditions, and to realize their 
aspirations to become teachers.  
                                                
8 The process of developing an “axis of female solidarity” is discussed at greater length in Chapter 2. Para 
organizing serves as an example of the intergenerational, cross-class aspects of women’s activism, within and 
beyond what is typically considered the “feminist movement” in these years. See Carroll, Mobilizing New York; 
Gold, When Tenants Claimed the City; Gilmore, ed., Feminist Coalitions.  
9 For a sophisticated statement of the union’s position, see Kahlenberg, Tough Liberal.  
10 On professionalism, see Collins, Ethnically Qualified; D’Amico, “Claiming Profession"; Lee, Building a Latino 
Civil Rights Movement. 
11 The formulation “activist mothering” comes from Naples, Grassroots Warriors and is discussed at length in 
Chatper 2. 
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As a practical and strategic matter, paras worked with unionized teachers daily. They had 
developed mutual respect, often through shared experiences as working women and mothers. 
Classroom teachers recruited paras and encouraged the UFT to organize them. Their alliance 
proved crucial as paras pursued their first contract. Paras also sought the material and procedural 
benefits of midcentury unionization: better wages and benefits, job security, and respect from 
principals. In the long term, many paras aspired to become teachers. Such opportunities had been 
promised by the legislation that funded their work and the administrators who hired them, but 
before unionization, teacher-training pathways were extremely limited. Paras believed that the 
surest path to teaching ran through the teachers’ union. In joining the union, many paras also 
invoked local traditions of dissident and civil-rights unionism.12 They sought membership in the 
UFT not because they agreed with the union’s every move, but because they hoped to transform 
it. In all of these ways, para organizing was an iteration of struggles for economic independence 
– jobs, living wages and workplace dignity – taking place in New York City and across the 
nation in these years.13 
Studying paraprofessional organizing also reframes our understanding of the process by 
which teacher unions came to be some of the largest in the nation. The UFT’s leadership, 
including its president, Albert Shanker, organized paraprofessionals in the service of their own 
goals, but their efforts were shaped by many forces. These included the directives of the UFT’s 
parent union, the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), in Washington, the union’s loss of 
standing in the city after the 1968 strikes, and the radical and reactionary rank-and-file 
                                                
12 Fink and Greenberg, Upheaval in the Quiet Zone; Freeman, Working-Class New York; Lee, Building a Latino 
Civil Rights Movement; Taylor, Reds at the Blackboard.  
13 JBerger, “A Lot Closer To What It Ought To Be”; Dorothy Sue Cobble, The Other Women’s Movement: 
Workplace Justice and Social Rights in Modern America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005); MacClean, 
Freedom is Not Enoughi; Katz and Stern, “The New African-American Inequality.”  
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movements developing within the UFT in the late 1960s. Most of all, the union’s commitment to 
paraprofessional unionization was a response to, and was informed by, paraprofessional 
organizers and their teacher allies. Both the union and its critics have portrayed the 
paraprofessional campaign and contract as masterminded by Shanker, but the reality was far 
more complex and contingent. In the years that followed, this organizing changed the course of 
the public-sector labor movement, bringing 100,000 paras into the AFT by 1988 (as discussed at 
greater length in Chapter 5).14  Paraprofessional unionization is not a footnote to the expansion of 
teacher unions in this period, but a constitutive part of the process.  
Building coalitions required compromise, and organizing on heels of the Ocean Hill-
Brownsville crisis generated limits as well as possibilities. While many activists came to support 
paraprofessional unionization, some never forgave paras for joining the union. The UFT and 
AFT framed paraprofessionals as future teachers throughout their campaign, casting them as a 
legitimate alternative to community control activists. These rhetorical moves had utility in the 
moment, but foreclosed possibilities for building community alliances in the long term. Finally, 
paraprofessionals and teachers returned to work in a scarred and uncertain school environment. 
While the community control experiment was over, the state began decentralizing New York 
City’s school system in 1969. The signing of the paraprofessional contract coincided with the 
breakup of the nation’s largest school district into 31 “Community School Districts,” each of 
which hired paras separately. All of these factors, along with the city’s fiscal crisis, would render 
the “triumph” of paraprofessionals uncertain and incomplete in the years to come, but para jobs 
persist in schools to this day in large part on account of the organizing efforts discussed herein. 
                                                
14 AFT PSRP Conference Speech, American Federation of Teachers, Office of the President Collection, Albert 
Shanker Papers, Box 65, Folder 61, Walter P. Reuther Library, Wayne State University (hereafter AFT-Shanker). 
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Understood in this way, the 1970 contract was not only a victory in freedom struggles for jobs 
and education, but the start of a new phase of cooperation and conflict in schools and unions. 
II. “We Need Someone Strong Behind Us”: The Beginnings of Paraprofessional Organizing  
 The organizing that led to the 1970 contract began even before the Board of Education 
hired its first paras. As discussed in the preceding two chapters, the women hired in the first 
generation of paras had often led local campaigns for community involvement in schools, 
including demands for local hiring. Oneida Davis, Maggie Martin, and Shelvy Young-Abrams 
had all been Parent-Teacher Association presidents before becoming paraprofessionals.  
City-designated, federally-funded Community Action Agencies worked with local 
schools to hire for these positions, and paras remained in close contact with the local 
organizations that nominated them. The United Bronx Parents produced training materials for 
paras, and the Morrisania Education Council, which hired Davis, held regular “Paraprofessional 
Conferences.”15 Scholars and policymakers who worked with paras in antipoverty agencies and 
training institutes also sought to organize them. Frank Riessman, the author of New Careers for 
the Poor (which pushed the idea of paraprofessionalism into the policy mainstream), partnered 
with WTC founder Audrey C. Cohen to create a “New York New Careerist Association” to 
gather together paras from disparate school and hospital sites across the city.16  
However, paras and their allies realized that community organizations and new 
associations wielded scant power in the workplace. In 1966, the WTC sought the UFT’s help in 
                                                
15 “Title I: Some Questions to Ask” and The Use of Auxiliary Personnel (Paraprofessionals)” October 20, 1967. 
ELP, Box 1, Folder “Paraprofessionals”; Memo: To All Paraprofessionals in Morrisania Schools, March 20, 1968, 
UFT Box 133, Folder 7. 
16 “Second Annual Report and Evaluation of the Talent Corps/College for Human Services 1967-68” (Prepared 
April 1969) Folder 2, MCNY. As part of their advocacy for paraprofessionals, these organizations promoted 
unionization. At a “National Council for New Careers Organizing Conference” in Detroit from June 20-23, 1968, 
Cohen was the only speaker not affiliated with a labor union. “Jobs and Career Development,” Progress Repots 
1968, Folder 15, MCNY 
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convincing the Board of Education to hire their trainees. However, the WTC Board of Directors 
– comprised of activists, policymakers, and education scholars – worried that union involvement, 
and unionization, might prove a double-edged sword. As their minutes recorded, some members 
of the Board believed the UFT could provide “recognition that they [paras] are part of the 
professional staff” and “the benefits of a strong negotiating body” in “working out licensing 
procedures.” Other members worried that “job functions would harden prematurely as trainees 
became part of the school bureaucracy” and that the UFT might even “use the trainees as a 
weapon against the community.”17 In the short run, however, the UFT’s support helped push 
New York City’s Board of Education to hire paraprofessionals into public schools; first seventy-
five Corps trainees in the spring of 1967, and then 1,500 more for the 1967-1968 school year.  
The UFT began reaching out to paraprofessionals in January of 1968, midway through 
the first full year of para programs in New York City schools. The union did so for three reasons. 
First, and foremost, was the success of paras in the classroom, which teachers reported regularly. 
Local pressure from activists and scholars also played a role, as did shifts in local and national-
level union politics. Four years earlier, in 1964, Albert Shanker had told non-teaching school 
aides who petitioned him about joining the UFT to seek membership in another union, but 
several factors informed the UFT’s decision to expand its ranks beyond teachers in 1968.18 In 
1966, the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), the UFT’s parent union, had begun moving 
toward an embrace of paraprofessional organizing, pushed in part by reports that its rival, the 
National Education Association (NEA), was planning a similar push.19 The AFT’s pursuit of 
                                                
17 Minutes of the Board, March 30, 1967, Folder 655, MCNY. 
18 Letter from School Aides of Bronx Science to Shanker, March 26, 1964, UFT Box 93, Folder 5. 
19  Report, August 1967, UFT Box 155, Folder 1. 
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paras grew stronger in 1968 as David Selden, a former UFT organizer, took the reins of the 
national organization, heralding the arrival of a more expansionist union leadership.  
 Local rivalries played a role as well; the American Federation of State, County, and 
Municipal Employees District Council 37, the union to which Shanker directed school aides in 
1964, had established itself as the largest and most powerful public union in the city by 
mobilizing hospital workers in 1965. The victory gave DC 37 the sole power to negotiate 
pensions, wage scales, and other citywide policies for civil service employees.20 While the UFT 
had let DC 37 unionize school aides in 1966 without a challenge, AFSMCE’s interest in 
paraprofessionals, and the idea of a different union’s members in the classroom, concerned the 
UFT. Though they worried teachers who had opposed the employment of local residents would 
be opposed, UFT leaders hoped their members might accept paras as potential allies.21  
Once paraprofessionals were in hired, it was at the school and classroom level where they 
made themselves essential, and where teachers and paras built working women’s solidarity. A 
group of women within the UFT who led the drive to organize the paras, working along the same 
axis of female solidarity that shaped classroom alliances. Gladys Roth, a former teacher and field 
organizer for the UFT, led the initial meeting of 152 paraprofessionals on January 19, 1968 at 
UFT headquarters, which she described as “standing-room only” in the pages of the United 
Teacher, the UFT’s newsletter. The meeting generated the appointment of a “paraprofessional 
steering committee” which was to meet regularly to formulate strategies and demands.22  
                                                
20 See Freeman, Working-Class New York; Maier, City Unions. The city under Mayor Robert F. Wagner had 
insisted that a majority of workers across city agencies had to be represented by a single union before the city would 
bargain on citywide policies. Teachers, as professional staff in a specific role, were not classified as such.  
21 Women’s Talent Corps Progress Report (No. 2), October 1966, UFT Box 108, Folder 5. 
22 Gladys Roth, “Educational Assistants 'On Move with UFT' to Professional Status, Career Opportunities” United 
Teacher February 7, 1968. UFT Box 93, Folder 5.  
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Among those who joined the committee was Velma Murphy Hill. Hill, a former NAACP 
and CORE organizer with a master’s degree in education from Harvard, had secured a 
paraprofessional position with the express goal of organizing paras for the UFT.23 Hill, who later 
chaired the UFT’s paraprofessional chapter, was courted by DC 37 for the same purpose, but she 
believed UFT membership would offer paras better leverage with the Board of Education in 
building a career ladder, which in turn would create jobs and integrate the teaching corps.24  
Much as working in classrooms and neighborhoods generated solidarity between paras, 
parents, and teachers, Hill remembers the importance of these early meetings in formulating a 
sense of solidarity among paraprofessionals as workers, beyond their particular schools and 
communities. The goal was to “get them talking about what their problems were in the schools, 
and then connecting those problems to each other”25 This was a process that involved building 
inter-racial alliances; Hill recalls telling paras “You're in this meeting, and you are not black, and 
you are not white, and you are not Hispanic. You are a paraprofessional.” 26 Meeting invitations 
read, “Since your assignment involves working beside the teacher and directly with children, it is 
                                                
23 Shanker insisted that Hill work at least a year as a paraprofessional before becoming a full-time UFT organizer, 
and though she was clearly not a welfare recipient, he quietly placed her in a school with the help of a cooperative 
principal. Hill remembers that she “didn’t advertise my background much” while on the job. Velma Murphy Hill, 
Interview with the Author, November 7, 2011. 
24 Velma Murphy Hill, Interview with the Author, November 7, 2011.. Hill, a dedicated civil rights unionist, 
compared the paraprofessional program (for women) to a similar program developed through the AFL-CIO’s A. 
Philip Randolph Institute that offered apprenticeships (for men) in the building trades with funding from the 
Manpower Development and Training Act.  
25 Velma Murphy Hill, Interview with the Author, November 7, 2011. 
26 Ibid. 
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professional in nature. The UFT is eager to represent you and to protect your rights.”27 Signed by 
Shanker, they urged paras to “take an active role in establishing policy and making decisions.28  
The community antipoverty organizations that had recommended paras for their positions 
watched this courtship with some alarm. Parents and activists had clashed with the UFT over the 
1967 contract’s “disruptive child” provision, and others felt betrayed when union publicly 
rejected the Ford Foundation’s recommendations for decentralization, soon be implemented in 
Ocean Hill-Brownsville, Harlem, and on the Lower East Side.29 In the Bronx, the Morrisania 
Education Council (MEC) circulated a memo “to all paraprofessionals of Morrisania schools” in 
March of 1968. It read “[The Council], which screened and recommended you to your present 
positions, is vehemently opposed to you joining the United Federation of Teachers … the UFT 
has alienated the community in its stand on the McBundy report [sic].” The Council argued that 
teachers had opposed the employment of paras and now sought to control them, despite the fact 
that “a teacher’s union cannot possibly speak for you, inasmuch as your problems are different 
than those of teachers.” Asking, “Should teachers be aware of your plans?” the memo 
concluded, “when there is such a thing as a permanent paraprofessional group, we will decide 
which union we embrace [all emphasis original].”30 Attempts to define paraprofessional labor 
and enforce paraprofessional loyalty were not solely the province of the UFT.  
While some community activists expressed dismay that paraprofessionals would consider 
joining the union, many paras believed strongly in the value of workplace organizing in addition 
                                                
27 Memo: To All: Educational Assistants, Teacher Assistants, Family Workers, Family Assistants, Educational 
Aides, from Joan Fisher and Gladys Roth, February 13, 1968; Memo: A special meeting of district 19 para-
professionals will be held at IS 292, March 20, 1968, UFT Box 133, Folder 7. 
28 Letter from Shanker to Members, February 28, 1968, UFT, Box 133, Folder 7.  
29 The “disruptive child” provision is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2. See also Perrillo, Uncivil Rights.   
30 Memo: To All Paraprofessionals in Morrisania Schools, March 20, 1968, UFT, Box 133, Folder 7. McGeorge 
Bundy of the Ford Foundation had authored the report, known throughout the city as the “Bundy” report. 
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to their community commitments. Some had family in unions and considered union membership 
a regular and essential part of the workplace, like Maggie Martin, whose husband was a 
unionized postal worker.31 Others, like Shelvy Young-Abrams, had endured the long hours and 
poor conditions of non-unionized workplaces. Young-Abrams had left her mother’s farm in 
North Carolina for New York City in the 1950s, working in factories and as a domestic 
becoming a para. Her mother’s advice to her, upon leaving, had been succinct – “join a union” – 
and when the opportunity presented itself through the UFT campaign, she took it.32  
As the UFT courted paraprofessionals, Gladys Roth and Sandra Feldman, who supervised 
the early stages of the campaign, also had to address the concerns of teachers about the addition 
of paras to their “professional” union. Paras had built unity with teachers in classrooms, but these 
alliances were confined to particular schools where paras worked, and on account of the 
targeting of antipoverty funding, paras labored primarily in poor and working-class 
neighborhoods. As discussed in Chapter 2, letters from teachers to the UFT expressed the 
widespread fear that paras would be spies, an accusation that the Amsterdam News flipped on its 
head when it reported that paras “considered protection of children as primary” even when 
teachers accused them of being “intruders or busybodies.” 33 Other teachers wrote to suggest that 
employing local parents was not an educational goal but a jobs program, even as community-
based educators fought to define their labor as educational.34  
                                                
31 Maggie Martin, Interview with the Author, February 3, 2015. 
32 Shelvy Young-Abrams, Interview with the Author, September 5, 2014. 
33 Marietta J. Tanner, “Community Conscious,” New York Amsterdam News, March 9, 1968.  
34 Letter from Nancy D. Garcia to Albert Shanker, UFT Box 93, Folder 5. Debates about the relative merits of local 
employment in education are discussed in greater detail in Chapters 1 and 6.  
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Roth penned articles in the United Teacher, the UFT’s newsletter, to emphasize the 
union’s role in the creation of the paraprofessionals’ positions and urge rank-and-file teachers to 
support this new program. She maintained that teacher concerns about “poverty area” schools, 
including teacher shortages and strained relationships with parents, would be addressed by a 
robust paraprofessional program and career ladder.35 A flyer circulated by African-American 
UFT Field Representative Kinard Lang read, “Why should the UFT encourage the hiring and 
union membership of the Paraprofessionals?” Lang suggested a number of benefits for teachers, 
including “increased political influence,” “teacher-parent empathy,” “assistance for teachers,” 
and “local community allies on future picket lines.” “Teachers legitimately resent being blamed 
for all educational failures” wrote Lang, and “with local parents involved in the educational 
process they will learn to appreciate the administrative and bureaucratic problems that hamper 
competent and dedicated teachers in the performance of their duties.” Lang added, 
“Paraprofessionals who belong to the UFT … are far less likely to serve as scabs after their 
union improves their working conditions.”36  
Rank-and-file teachers, even those that did not work with paraprofessionals, began to 
embrace the potential benefits of paraprofessional unionism as well. A UFT chapter from the 
Italian-American neighborhood of Bensonhurst in Brooklyn submitted “Proposed Guidelines for 
the Use of Paraprofessionals” to UFT headquarters. Their recommendations that mirrored those 
of Field Organizers and, for that matter, Black and Hispanic community groups. These included 
“paraprofessionals should be interviewed by the Community Progress Corporation and the 
principal,” “the paraprofessional is best viewed as an intern whose ultimate goal would be to 
                                                
35 Gladys Roth, “UFT Opens Career Doors for Educational Assistant” United Teacher, January 24, 1968. UFT Box 
155, Folder 1.  
36 Kinard Lang, “Why should the UFT encourage the hiring and union membership of the Paraprofessionals?” UFT 
Box 133, Folder 27.  
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attain full professional status,” and “full articulation between the school and the Community 
Progress Corporation.” The program, these teachers concluded, “is a bridge between the teachers 
and the community and the professional staff would be more than remiss if it did not utilize to 
the fullest the tremendous energies and talents of the community in achieving the common goal 
of educating the children.”37 By May, Roth could report a bright future for paraprofessionalism 
in New York City, noting massive teacher support for paras and their work.38 
Roth completed an extensive study of the first year of paraprofessional programs in New 
York City on May 20, 1968. Citing surveys of 200 teachers and 230 paraprofessionals, Roth’s 
report detailed nascent solidarity among teachers and paras across divides of race, class, 
professional status, and metropolitan space. Teachers rated paras very highly. One teacher wrote, 
“She is essential! I could not do without her,” a second noted the benefits of working with a 
bilingual educator, and a third cited paras’ “basic love for children.” Another teacher noted that 
her year had been “so much more successful because of her assistance, especially reaching out to 
parents.” Roth wrote in her introduction that the report was inspired, in part, by “requests from 
classroom teachers to provide service for their assistants who were not paid promptly or who 
were closed out of community college courses.” 39 These requests confirmed the degree to which 
teachers had come to see paras as allies and future teachers, and were willing to support them. 
The paraprofessional educators Roth surveyed were equally enthusiastic about the 
program, and their replies revealed three trends in their experience. First, they believed their 
work was “very good for community relations” and that by giving “the people in the community 
                                                
37 “Proposed Guidelines for the Use of Paraprofessionals” Letter from the Arturo Toscanini Chapter to UFT 
Headquarters. UFT Box 133, Folder 27.  




a chance to take part in the education of their children” para programs were “particularly good in 
bettering relations between black and white in ghetto areas.”40 Second, most paras surveyed had 
“always wanted to back to school” and one noted that “income while learning” was “marvelous 
for low-income families.” Finally, paras emphasized their need for prompt pay, job security, and 
improved access to training, all of which informed their desire to unionize. One explained, “We 
are all going to join the union because we need someone strong behind us.”41 A strong current of 
aspiration ran through Roth’s report; paraprofessionals were united not just through classroom 
experiences but by their desires to build careers there. In this and their other endeavors, they had 
won the support of parents and teachers. One year in, paraprofessionals were empowered by their 
work, even as it made them increasingly aware of the complex set of forces they contended with 
as low-wage workers within the New York City schools bureaucracy. 
In the conclusion of her report, Roth proposed that the UFT could bring teachers and 
paraprofessionals together to further the goals of para programs: improving public schooling, 
forging links between schools and communities, and creating career opportunities for poor and 
working-class women. Sadly, no one was paying attention. Eleven days earlier, Rhody McCoy, 
the Unit Administrator of the Ocean Hill-Brownsville Demonstration District in Brooklyn, had 
announced the transfer of 19 teachers out of the schools under his jurisdiction. The decree, and 
UFT’s response, ignited a conflict between the union and Black and Hispanic parent activists 
that had been gathering fuel for over a decade and would consume the city for months. Para-
professional programs came of age just as New York City’s public school system came apart.  
III. “Caught in the Middle”: Community Educators Navigate the 1968 Teachers’ Strikes 
                                                
40 Ibid. Quotes are drawn from three different paraprofessionals at three different schools.  
41 Ibid. 
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The firestorm that followed McCoy’s announcement is one of the most studied and 
debated moments in the history of public schooling, teacher unionism, and Black and Hispanic 
educational activism.42 The UFT protested the transfers vehemently, arguing that they violated 
the due process guaranteed by the union’s contract. McCoy replied that parents had the right to 
choose educators capable of teaching their children without racism or class bias. By the fall of 
1968, tens of thousands of white, middle-class teachers were on picket lines across New York, 
where parents and activists battled with them to open neighborhood schools for their children. 
Mayor John Lindsay failed to broker a compromise while vitriol between parents and teachers 
escalated and three consecutive strikes closed schools for six weeks. By the time the State ended 
the experiment in community control in December of 1968, hostility and mistrust consumed the 
relations between schools and communities in New York City to such a degree that one historian 
has written, “Ocean Hill-Brownsville sparked a cultural war between blacks and whites that 
would last for the rest of the twentieth century and on into the twenty-first.”43 
The battle over Ocean Hill-Brownsville took place amid a year of global upheaval. In the 
spring, Columbia University students shut down their campus to protest the University’s 
disregard for Harlem, while residents of the Marcy Houses, a public housing development in 
Brooklyn, protested after an unarmed teenager was shot and killed by police.44 The UFT was not 
the first city union to strike; sanitation workers had walked off the job in February, filling the 
streets with garbage, and by the fall, firefighters and police officers were threatening to follow 
                                                
42 Freeman Working Class New York; Kahlenberg, Tough Liberal; Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement; 
Perlstein, Justice, Justice; Perrillo, Uncivil Rights; Podair, The Strike That Changed New York; Pritchett 
Brownsville, Brooklyn; Ravitch, The Great Schools Wars.   
43 Podair, The Strike That Changed New York. 182. 
44 Stefan Bradley, “‘Gym Crow Must Go!’: Black Student Activism at Columbia University, 1967-1968,” Journal of 
African American History 88: 2 (Spring 2003): 163–81. Fritz Umbach, The Last Neighborhood Cops: The Rise and 
Fall of Community Policing in New York Public Housing (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2011).   
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their example.45 New York’s newspapers ran headlines of a global student revolt, mass protests 
against the Vietnam War, the assassinations of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. 
Kennedy, urban uprisings, and pitched battles between police and protestors at the Democratic 
National Convention in Chicago. For many New Yorkers, the Ocean-Hill Brownsville struggle 
confirmed their mayor’s assertion, in the introduction to a national report on “civil disturbances,” 
that the city and the nation were in chaos, beset by political and social upheaval and “moving 
toward two societies, one black, one white—separate and unequal.”46 
 Accounts of this conflict differ in their emphases, but they all treat the community control 
experiment and the strike that followed as breaking points, after which teacher unionism, 
community-based schooling, and public education in New York City were never the same. While 
paraprofessional experiences of the strike were certainly traumatic, they endured them within the 
context of several ongoing struggles in their schools and communities. These included long-
running battles for educational equity, economic opportunity, and community participation in the 
governance of the social welfare state. Many voices during the strike tried to break these 
struggles apart, arguing variously that their opponents were greedy, power-hungry, or 
uninterested in the needs of children. Paraprofessionals and their allies, however, understood 
these challenges as part of a constitutive whole, one that was present in the very structure of 
paraprofessional programs. Paras were hired to improve instruction, create jobs, and bring 
community voices into educational bureaucracies. They could not, and did not, split these issues. 
To community organizers, the question of jobs was central to the community control 
struggle. The United Bronx Parents (UBP), in a flyer released during the strikes, argued that the 
                                                
45 Freeman, Working-Class New York 
46 Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders (New York: Bantam Books, 1968). Mayor 
Lindsay served as vice-chairman of the Commission and is widely credited with writing the lines cited.  
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UFT had the support of the “other unions in this city who also do not want to see Black and 
Puerto Rican communities controlling money or power.” In arguing this, the UBP contextualized 
the fight in broader terms than the question of whether parents would govern their children’s 
schools, connecting the UFT fight to union-based defenses of white privilege broadly: 
“After all, over 100 million dollars is spent each year by the Board of Education in repair 
and maintenance work alone! If communities are able to control this money, it may mean 
that Black and Puerto Rican plumbers, carpenters, and engineers may get jobs and 
contracts - and the unions won’t take that lying down!” 
 
The UBP concluded with an appeal for unity from those without a stake in schooling, writing: 
“Remember: The future of Ocean Hill-Brownsville is the future of each of us.”47 
The progressive teachers who worked with paras had to decide whether to obey the strike 
vote. While the majority of unionized teachers stayed out of school during the UFT’s strikes, 
some teachers, including many who worked with paras in the city’s poorest districts, supported 
community control, such as Irving Adler, a former member of the communist-led Teachers 
Union (TU). As Adler recalled in 1985,  
“I felt sympathetic to the black parents because I thought that the children were entitled 
to have black teachers who would present a positive role model for them, teachers who 
would understand their problems and work co-operatively with the parent the way Alice 
Zitron and Lucille Spence and Norman London used to do in Harlem.”48 
 
The strike spawned a number of opposition caucuses within the UFT that supported community 
control, including included the African-American Teachers’ Association, and the New-Left 
affiliated Teachers for Community Control 49 Some high-profile former allies also broke with 
                                                
47 United Bronx Parents, “To all parents, paraprofessionals, teachers, community people and everyone who has been 
working so hard to keep our schools open” October 28, 1968, ELP, Box 1, Folder “Strike Material.”  
48 Irving Adler Interview, 1985. Box 1, Folder Irving Adler, UFT-OH. On Lucille Spence and the Teachers Union, 
see Lauri Johnson, “A Generation of Women Activists: African American Female Educators in Harlem, 1930-
1950,” The Journal of African American History 89:3 (Summer 2004), pp. 223-240; Taylor, Reds at the Blackboard.  
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Shanker over the strikes. These included Richard Parrish, the former AFT Vice-President who 
had worked with HARYOU in Harlem in the early 1960s to pioneer some of the first parent-
hiring programs in New York City. 50 
Still, the majority of UFT teachers, based on their support of the strike, felt more 
sympathy with the opinions expressed by Ray Frankel, a former member of the TU’s socialist 
rival, the Teacher’s Guild (from which the UFT emerged in 1960). Frankel, in the same oral 
history project in 1985, asserted, “to argue that the parents in Harlem have the same rights, or 
should be able to control their schools in the manner in which the [suburban] Bronxville parents 
control their schools is a very specious argument and works to the detriment of the city 
schools.”51 Frankel’s rejection of the rights and capacities of Harlem’s parents no doubt extended 
to the parent workers – paras – who had recently appeared in classrooms across the city.  
 Teacher opposition to community control and the strike itself generated explosive clashes 
between some paras and teachers, sorely testing the newfound solidarity that was emerging in 
classrooms. Alice Marsh, a teacher, remembered standoffs with paras on picket lines in 1985:  
“The paraprofessionals had just come into the system, and during the Ocean Hill - 
Brownsville thing those teachers, those paras, in many of the schools were standing 
outside screaming at us for not going to school. You know, the whole City went in strike 
not just Brownsville. We all went on strike … Paras were the parents of the children, by 
and large, and they were very angry with the teachers because they had no quarrel with 
us. What are you doing to me? … And the teachers were angry because many of the paras 
were taking over their jobs.” 52  
 
Marsh’s recollection captures a pervasive fear among teachers that paras would cross picket lines 
and act as scabs, one compounded by the earlier fears that paras were hired by community 
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associations to act as “spies” in classrooms. During the strike, however, as paras navigated 
allegiances to teachers and parents, they found themselves working on both sides of picket lines.  
 Some paraprofessionals took up teaching roles in schools as the UFT went on strike. 
Preston Wilcox, one of the leading figures in the city’s community control movement and the 
Chairman of the Board of the Women’s Talent Corps, believed the strikes were an opportunity 
for community-based educators to reveal the bankruptcy of teacher professionalism by 
demonstrating the power of their own teaching. Wilcox had been calling for “foster teachers” – 
parents hired by local school boards or principals – to work alongside credentialed teachers at IS 
201 in Harlem for years. 53 He had worked with the WTC to place trainees from the community 
in these roles (where they were classified as “paraprofessionals”) at both IS 201 and JHS 271, 
the junior high school at the center of the Ocean Hill-Brownsville demonstration district.54 When 
the Mayor’s Advisory Commission on Decentralization, headed by McGeorge Bundy, released 
its recommendations in 1967, this elite group also affirmed the importance of local hiring, and 
recommended that career ladders be created for paraprofessionals as well.55  
Brownsville, in fact, had proved one of the Corps’ favorite summer placement sites in the 
year preceding the strike; as placement director Laura Pires-Hester noted, “Especially in the 
Brownsville schools, the summer experience was more creative, flexible, and substantial in 
training quality” offering “more creative materials, much fewer restrictions on curriculum, and 
the presence of teachers who ‘wanted to teach.’” Pires-Hester included a telling lament in her 
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report, asking, “Why can't this be the ‘standard’ rather than the ‘special’ fare for schools and 
children in low-income urban schools?”56 The level of commitment in “community-controlled” 
schools produced an exciting educational environment for some paraprofessionals, offering them 
a chance to learn and contribute in meaningful ways.  
When the crisis began in May of 1968, Wilcox made a passionate appeal to his students 
at a Corps-wide meeting. After a report on the situation in Brownsville from Rhody McCoy – the 
teachers there were already on strike, though the UFT’s citywide strikes would not begin until 
the fall – Wilcox asked how many of his audience would be willing to volunteer to teach in 
Brownsville. When only a few hands went up, Wilcox asked why. He received the reply that 
many Corpswomen did not feel they were ready. Wilcox replied that this illustrated a basic 
problem in public schooling: “For too long, black people have been taught to feel that they aren’t 
ready,” he argued, whether as students or teachers. “When I come back a year from now,” 
Wilcox concluded, “I hope more of you will raise your hands.”57 Wilcox did not have to wait a 
year; after the meeting, some forty Corpswomen, nearly half of the Women’s Talent Corps’ 
trainees, decided to “drop their regular activities and spend a week teaching in Ocean Hill as a 
gesture of support.”58 They joined “volunteers from all over the city” in assisting parents and 
dissident teachers, teaching their own classes, and working in the schools’ administrative offices. 
Their work was welcomed; in June, McCoy wrote to the Corps to praise their efforts.59  
Working in this way required the support of the Women’s Talent Corps, which 
encouraged its Corpswomen’s choice and later lauded it as “an ideal opportunity for learning 
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through action.” The experience of paras in schools during the crisis, however, presented 
challenges as well as opportunities.  In final WTC report of 1968, Laura Pires-Hester noted that 
while McCoy and his staff “confirmed our impression that the students performed capably and 
confidently” the paras themselves “had many mixed reactions to the experience.” As Pires-
Hester reported from conversations with WTC trainees: 
“most of them were appalled at the physical condition of the schools; many of those who 
had been sympathetic to the parents and children of the community began to blame them 
for conditions. Others continued to blame the system, and many were just confused and 
distressed at what they saw and heard.”  
 
For the WTC itself, Pires-Hester concluded, “much was learned from this mission,” even though 
it “was not an unqualified success.” Community control had offered opportunities “to experiment 
with an action approach to learning” and to “encourage a sense of social commitment among 
students,” but it also “brought home the need for careful advance planning.”60 Many 
paraprofessional educators believed in the community control experiment and sought to support 
it, but their experiences in community-controlled schools ranged demonstrated the 
impermanence and precarity of these efforts. These experiences would inform their decisions 
with respect to their own positions in schools and the union in the years to come.  
The crisis and the strikes affected teachers, parents, and paraprofessionals across New 
York City, and not just in the three demonstration districts. In the Bronx, the United Bronx 
Parents kept their local schools open, including Morris High School and PS 130.61 Like Preston 
Wilcox, organizers and paras in the United Bronx Parents sought to use the crisis of the strikes to 
demonstrate the capacity of parents to govern, teach, and improve education. As Evelina Lopez 
Antonetty, their founder, was fond of saying, “the parent is the professional when it comes to the 
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education of their children.”62 The UBP contrasted this view with that of officialdom in flyers 
circulated during the summer before the strikes. These asserted that during the case of the 
nineteen transferred teachers, “the testimony of a para-professional and of a parents association 
president were not accepted as ‘relevant,’ since Judge Rivers said they were not 
‘professionals’.”63 The UBP also reproduced a statement from Puerto Rican teachers making 
similar arguments. These educators, who worked closely with Spanish-speaking students, wrote: 
“The association of Auxiliary Teachers, now called Bilingual Teachers, has adopted a 
position in favor of decentralization … We also urge the liberalization of the 
requirements necessary to attain tenure without sacrificing essential professional training, 
and the implementation of a training program for those lacking basic educational credits 
so that they can achieve them as quickly as possible. This would facilitate the massive 
influx of Spanish-speaking teachers and other trained personnel in New York City into 
the school system, permitting us to implement the much publicized bilingual schools so 
badly need by the Puerto Rican children.”64 
 
As the strikes dragged into October, the UBP released a series of statements to rally “all 
parents, paraprofessionals, teachers, community people and everyone who has been working so 
hard to keep our schools open.”65 One flyer urged parents and teachers “not [to] permit yourself 
to be forced into conventional staffing and pupil-teacher ratios. This is an emergency and 
therefore innovative and creative utilization of all available adult resources is to be encouraged.”  
The flyer expressly referenced paraprofessionals, noting, “contrary to rumor, it is permissible 
under state law for the Board of Education to employ teacher assistants and teacher aides to 
assist those certified teachers who have come in.”66  
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A few blocks north, the Morrisania Education Council worked with parents and 
paraprofessionals to keep schools open while teachers struck. Aurelia Greene of the MEC 
remembers sleeping in schools to keep them open and working with paras and teachers who 
crossed picket lines. This caused “schisms between friends,” she recalled, but some teachers 
“wanted to teach,” and most of the paras hired through the MCPC “crossed the picket lines” 
because “they were not in the union then, and they knew we were working hard to be sure they 
could remain in the schools.”67 Oneida Davis remembers staffing cafeterias packed with children 
so as to ensure that their parents could go to work during the strikes.68 While Davis did not have 
the opportunity to do much pedagogical work under these circumstances, she considered it her 
duty to maintain a safe place for children while others traveled to work. Paras, she recalled, were 
“caught in the middle of it” but were “doing the best we could to maintain the children.” 69 
Working with these organizations and many others, paraprofessionals took on new roles as 
teachers and community-based educators all across New York City during the strike. 
Many other paraprofessionals, however, chose to honor the UFT’s picket lines. They did 
so for a variety of reasons. Some, as discussed earlier, came from families or communities with 
strong traditions of unionization and would not cross any picket line. The refrain from these 
paraprofessional educators, many years later, was succinct. Maggie Martin said she was “really 
proud to be a union person,” while Chinese-American para Marian Thom said simply “I’m a 
union organizer.”70 Others stayed out the request of their classroom teachers, or out of respect for 
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a union they hoped themselves to join. Shelvy Young-Abrams, not yet unionized, recalled that 
she endured accusations of being an “uncle Tom” from other parents, but she believed staying 
out was the surest route to guaranteeing membership in the UFT, and its benefits, in years to 
come.71 Still others, including those who spoke up in the meetings of the Women’s Talent Corps, 
simply did not feel qualified to run classrooms on their own.  
Staying out, however, did not mean being idle. On the Lower East Side, where the 
Two Bridges Demonstration District was one of three “community control” experiments under 
fire, both Thom and Abrams-Young worked to provide care for children outside of school 
settings in local community centers and other buildings.72 In Queens, Maggie Martin “stayed 
out” but “some of those children, parents brought them to churches or other areas where they 
didn’t cross the picket lines,” where Martin – along with fellow paras and teachers – taught and 
took care of them.73 While they did not cross teacher picket lines, they continued the work of 
activist mothering, and they would cite their work as evidence that they could be both unionists 
and community-minded educators in the campaign for unionization that followed in 1969.  
 Roth wrote to Shanker during the strikes to assert that many paras did not cross picket 
lines. Aside from risking pariah status in their communities, she argued, many of these paras 
were “penalized more harshly than teachers for honoring the strike” by administrators who had 
near-total control over their pay and hours.74 As she explained, noting a racial divide,  
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“While the majority did cross our picket lines, the minority, mostly Puerto Rican, did not 
do so. Some have lost their jobs, others have lost their pay. On make up time, they are not 
asked to serve the additional hours or days and will therefore lose the additional 
remuneration provided for the teachers on an overtime basis as well as their salary for the 
entire period of the strike.” 75  
 
Roth added that she was “receiving very angry calls and would like to be able to provide justice 
for this very valuable and brave group of UFT members.”76 Roth did not mention that 
paraprofessionals were not, as of that moment, active members of any union.  
Roth’s memos reveal an ongoing UFT concern with paraprofessionals even as they 
became enemies in the eyes of many striking teachers. They also demonstrate the diversity of 
paraprofessional and community responses to the shaping and framing of community control, 
even as Black, Puerto Rican, Chinese, and Dominican parents and activists worked together in 
the demonstration districts.77 Jesse Hoffnung-Garskof argues in his study of Washington Heights 
that some Hispanic parents questioned whether “there was room in the community control 
movement for Latinos to participate on their own terms, rather than simply as supporters of a 
‘community’ politics that had already been defined by black activists.” 78 Sonia Song-Ha Lee’s 
Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement suggests another possibility. Lee traces the origins of 
Hispanic activism in New York City to progressive unions, including 1199, the “soul power” 
union, and UAW District 65, and also to fights for inclusion within the labor movement, 
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particularly in the textile industry.79 Puerto Rican New Yorkers, including Evelina Lopez 
Antonetty, fought hard for inclusion in textile unions, and won membership to an extent that 
African Americans did not in their campaigns to integrate the building trades unions. As a 
consequence, Hispanic New Yorkers may have been less inclined to cross picket lines.80  
 Whether paraprofessionals went in or stayed out, they and their families suffered at the 
middle of this maelstrom. The immediate impacts were financial; as Roth’s letter indicates, paras 
who stayed out endured all of the detriments of striking without any of the protection of the 
UFT’s strike planning or strike fund, as they were not yet part of the union. Maggie Martin was 
fined under New York State’s draconian Taylor Law (which fined striking public employees two 
days’ pay for every one that they struck), while others, as Roth reported, were frozen out of 
hours and even their jobs.81 Paras who crossed picket lines may not have been fined, but as the 
United Bronx Parents reported, “educational assistants and school aides who have worked 
throughout the strike have NOT been paid.”82 Paras faced hardship no matter where they worked. 
 Beyond the challenges of doing without their salaries or labor protections, 
paraprofessionals experienced profound destabilizations of their workplaces and neighborhoods 
during and after the teachers’ strikes of 1968. Working in community-run schools suggested the 
possibility of new pedagogies and ways of governing and organizing education, but it also 
demonstrated how chaotic and frustrating school environments could be when teachers and the 
city abandoned them. As the crisis came to a close, these experiences and hardships would 
inform paraprofessional decisions about their place in communities, schools, and the union.  
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IV. Community-Based Educators Join the “Union of Professionals” 
Audrey Cohen, the president of the Women’s Talent Corps, wrote to AFT president 
David Selden in March of 1969. “We have been the strongest and most articulate supporters of 
the role of the UFT in helping us open up the paraprofessional position in New York from the 
very beginning,” she wrote. “I think it's important to point out that we had students and graduates 
who went in and taught during the strike, but at least an equal number refused to enter the 
schools.”83 Cohen copied UFT president Albert Shanker on the missive. 
This letter reveals at least three things happening at once. First, by writing to Selden, 
nominally Shanker’s boss, Cohen demonstrated her own knowledge that the “paraprofessional 
movement” had become a matter of national concern for the AFT. Second, Cohen was making a 
case for the alliance of paraprofessionals and the UFT based on a shared history and origin 
moment – one of her own creation – just a few months after the bitter end of the Ocean Hill-
Brownsville crisis. Third, she was defending her study body of paraprofessionals as a 
heterogeneous group that had made their own decisions during the strike. While her count – “at 
least an equal number” – was vague and unexplained, Cohen argued that paras and the UFT 
remained compatible, even after the strike. 
Perhaps the most remarkable thing about Cohen and the Women’s Talent Corps’ 
relationship with the UFT was that it continued at all. Shanker adopted a scorched-earth policy 
toward scabs during the strike, publically excoriating the United Parents Association and the 
Public Education Association, middle-class and elite civic groups that had opposed the strikes 
and sent volunteers in to teach and supervise children. He unleashed his towering anger on 
community control activists who opposed him and would continue to do so for decades to come. 
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And yet, despite clear evidence that paraprofessionals from the WTC had crossed picket lines at 
the urging of Preston Wilcox, one of his most vociferous critics, Shanker held his fire. Why? 
Though the strikes forced the dismantling of three demonstration districts, they proved a 
Pyrrhic victory, dividing the union’s rank and file and damaging its standing in the city. Richard 
Parrish published a searing critique titled “The New York City Teachers Strikes: Blow to 
Education, Boon to Racism” in which he demanded that the UFT leadership be deposed in favor 
of a “genuine partnership between the UFT and the black and poor communities to provide 
quality education.” Parrish singled out para programs and teacher training as key parts of such an 
effort, writing “unless Black and Puerto Rican people have a chance to get on the staff, to have 
job training and to develop as their white counterparts, they will never be able to hold their heads 
up and work with full efficiency” in either schools or the union.84 Other rank-and-file opposition 
that emerged during 1968, including Teachers for Community Control, whose members later 
founded the Teacher Action Caucus, likewise supported empowering paraprofessionals.85 
Shanker and the UFT leadership also worried about losing paraprofessionals to a rival 
union. AFSCME DC 37 had represented one quarter of paras when they worked as school aides. 
After the strike, DC 37 began moving to represent them in their new positions. Unlike the UFT, 
AFSMCE had a local and national reputation as a progressive union with strong ties to the civil 
rights movement. Lillian Roberts, an African-American woman who began her career as a 
nurse’s aid in 1959 (a role similar to that of paraprofessional educators), led DC 37’s successful 
hospital campaign of 1965. Even more recently, and more visibly, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
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had been assassinated while supporting AFSCME sanitation workers on strike in Memphis. For 
all of these reasons, DC 37 argued, it was the logical home for paras, not the UFT. 
In addition to these local concerns, Shanker was under pressure from his parent union’s 
leaders. His old friend David Selden took the reins of the AFT at a paradoxical moment in 1968. 
The union had grown tremendously over the preceding decade, and was poised to become a 
major player in the labor movement, but at the same time, the AFT and its locals were 
increasingly subject to intense criticism for their role in generating and preserving inequalities in 
urban school districts. In this context, Selden began promoting paraprofessional organizing, 
encouraged by New York’s number-one advocate of “New Careers,” Frank Riessman. 
In June of 1968, Selden wrote to Frank Riessman of NYU’s New Careers Development 
Center to express support for paraprofessionals. “I strongly favor the use of the teacher assistants 
in elementary and secondary schools,” wrote Selden, as well as “the development of career lines 
which would permit such personnel to advance ... until teacher status has been achieved.” Selden 
was also “very fearful of setting up the usual civil service structure, with advancement being 
based on examinations. The red tape and meaningless job specifications of these systems is one 
of the chief sources of racial imbalance in big city school systems.”86 Shanker was copied.  
 The timing of this communication was remarkable, as it came just after the opening 
salvos of the Ocean Hill-Brownsville crisis, of which Selden was well aware. Selden’s “red tape 
and meaningless job specifications” were, in the minds of many teachers, the bulwarks of their 
threatened professionalism. Nonetheless, Selden persisted in his commitment to paraprofessional 
organizing throughout 1968, seeking and winning funds from the AFL-CIO to do so. However, 
because the AFL-CIO discouraged intra-federation competition, these monies went not to 
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Shanker in New York, where the UFT and AFSMCE had already begun organizing, but to 
Philadelphia. While Shanker never spoke publically on the matter, his vision of himself, and his 
union, as the leading edge of teacher organizing was no doubt challenged by aid to a rival local. 
Riessman, worked closely with the teachers unions during and after the strike to 
encourage their continued support of paraprofessionalism.  His engagement as a broker helped 
the UFT and AFT’s leaders articulate a vision of paraprofessionalism that did not threaten the 
basic contours of teacher professionalism. This hinged on the idea that paraprofessionals were 
not alternative educators, but teachers-in-training. As Selden – himself of a Midwestern, craft-
unionism background – wrote to Riessman, the “new careers” concept offered 
“a very cogent point, one which I had not thought of so far as teachers are concerned. 
Reducing the number of teachers in the educational enterprise would have the effect of 
reducing career opportunities for aides and assistants. Therefore, teachers should not 
view such personnel as being in competition with them. Attrition of the teaching force 
will create enough promotional opportunities, I should think.”87 
 
Riessman and Selden corresponded regularly throughout the 1969 campaigns, with Riessman 
offering support for AFT organizing in New York, Philadelphia, and elsewhere. Selden 
increasingly embraced the language of “New Careers” and the idea of “career ladders” for 
paraprofessionals, a connection that ensured the AFT would fight for these kinds of opportunities 
across the country, an effort in which Riessman assisted throughout the 1970s.88  
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However, Selden envisioned apprenticeship, not a radical restructuring of the teaching 
profession. Writing again to Riessman in December of 1969, he was both optimistic and honest, 
noting “I really think that so far as education is concerned, the AFT will be able to do a great 
deal to help the new paraprofessionals” but also that “there will be a certain amount of 
subversion of your original concept. Most teachers are not interested in revolutionizing the 
nature of this service.”89 The vision that Selden, Shanker, and the AFT developed for 
paraprofessional organizing was a liberal assimilationist one, in which paras served as 
apprentices and could be fully incorporated into the union if, and when, they became teachers. 
Selden’s statement would certainly have confirmed the fears of community organizers 
and the Women’s Talent Corps. It also implied a hierarchy, in which paraprofessional labor was 
defined as training, rather than necessary educational work in its own right. When budget cuts 
and political shifts undermined training for paras in the 1970s, this craft-union-style vision of 
paraprofessionals assimilating into the ranks of teachers became untenable. Absent their status as 
teachers-in-training, paras would find themselves marginalized in schoolrooms and union halls.  
The final push toward organizing paraprofessionals came from paras themselves. As 
Audrey Cohen’s letter noted, many of her Corpswomen had honored the UFT’s picket lines in 
spite of multitudinous pressures to cross them. When Cohen’s Women’s Talent Corps heard 
reports from the field in early 1969, they learned from paraprofessionals on the Lower East Side 
that “a minority of members joined the UFT chapter in their schools on an individual basis.”90 
While paraprofessionals could not have been represented by the union, their participation in 
these chapters showed that their interest in the union remained strong, to Gladys Roth and Velma 
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Murphy Hill as well as to Audrey Cohen. In 1969, they would get the chance to express this 
interest, as an election was set for June of 1969 between the UFT and AFSCME.  
At the recommendation of Bayard Rustin and A. Philip Randolph, two of the only 
African-American leaders to support the UFT during the 1968 strikes, the UFT put Velma 
Murphy Hill in charge of renewing the campaign. In doing so, they also tapped into a long-
running strain of civil rights unionism that Randolph had pioneered, and which Rustin promoted 
as the next phase of the civil rights movement in the late 1960s.91 Hill, whose own activism had 
focused on integrating public spaces and municipal jobs over the preceding decade, remembered,  
“I looked at these women, and I said, "You know, they're really wonderful. They've got 
kids. They want to be near their kids." One of the reasons they were aides was they could 
work, and they could be near the kids, you know? And I said, ‘I want to do something.’" I 
had been involved in the Civil Rights Movement for years. I said, "’You know, this is the 
Civil Rights Movement, as far as I'm concerned.’” 92 
 
Hill and her team worked hard to define the UFT as an educator's union with “the 
experience and strength to obtain professional pay and status” for paras.”93 The UFT’s leaders 
had to make a case that they – and not community leaders or AFSCME DC 37 – could best 
provide the job security, increased wages, and path to advancement that paraprofessionals 
desired. At the same time, they had to ensure the support of their membership. The task proved a 
precarious balancing act. In making their case, the UFT utilized several strategies to differentiate 
the benefits it could offer from those paraprofessionals might enjoy DC 37. 
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Hill left her paraprofessional position to become a full-time organizer and the face of the 
campaign.94 She sought to build paraprofessional unity through mass meetings and the re-
development of a steering committee, and to remind paras that “a boss is a boss is a boss,” even 
when the “boss” in question was a community leader living next door.95 The steering committee 
advertised their demands, including annual salaries, better benefits, and an improved career 
ladder in flyers, highlighting para participation in the process.  
Hill worked tirelessly to reach paras and bring them together, traveling widely across the 
five boroughs to do so. Maggie Martin was recruited by former paraprofessional and UFT field 
organizer James Howard, who gathered paras in a bar on Sutphin Boulevard in Queens. Martin 
recalled that Howard was the “nicest man,” and his message was simple, “you’re going to work 
in the classroom with the teachers, you need to be in the same organization.”96 Howard coupled 
his message with a sympathetic ear for paraprofessional grievances, voiced over drinks. As 
Martin remembers, Howard believed fervently in paraprofessional programs; “he wanted to 
really get people involved in their children’s lives, and doing something better for the 
community.” For Howard, the best way address para needs and desires was in the union. As he 
told Martin and her fellow Queens paras, “If you’re going to complain, why don’t you become a 
part of the system, so you can see, so you can help out, so you can make changes, not as a spy.”97 
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While the recent strikes in Brooklyn worried some paras in Queens, many were convinced by 
Howard’s consistent organizing efforts. 
 The UFT also pushed its status as “a union of professionals” in an effort to appeal to 
paras’ sense of themselves as part of an educational team. They created flyers and memos with 
messages like “Join the Only School Union,” “Join the Union that Knows the Schools,” and “If 
You Work With Children, You Belong in the UFT.” One flyer touted the UFT’s fight for smaller 
class sizes, a better curriculum “with African-American history,” and “introduction of school 
aides and paraprofessionals.” The material side of professional status was celebrated as well, 
with one flyer touting UFT discounts on everything from cars and stereos to access to credit 
cards and insurance policies.98 These offers coincided and overlapped with the work of the 
welfare rights movement to win credit for poor and working-class women in New York City and 
elsewhere.99 In addition to suggesting a path to stability and status through UFT membership, 
these flyers deliberately contrasted the professional unionism of the UFT with the civil service 
unionism of DC 37. In doing so, they reflected the original intent of the Women’s Talent Corps, 
which had insisted on professional, and not “entry-level,” status for paras.100  
AFSCME DC 37 had built a sterling reputation in Black and Hispanic communities by 
organizing low-income workers in the city’s hospitals. The union had represented many paras as 
school aides in prior jobs. Seeking to capitalize on the alienating effect of the 1968 strikes, DC 
37 shaped their campaign messages in the language of community control. One brochure argued:  
“Many more paraprofessionals have come to the realization that Al Shanker fears and 
opposes a real Career Ladder Program for Para-professionals. It is Shanker who demands 
continuation of the Board of Examiners and their old, outmoded system of employing 
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teachers. Local 372 wants to change this system, so that people from the community can 
rise through the ranks to become teachers. Shanker opposes such changes; he fears a real 
Career Ladder program because he fears the community.”101 
 
Though the UFT tried to position itself as a liberal union on questions of civil rights, the 
union drew on the legacy of 1968 in a very different way once DC 37 drew attention to it. As 
June approached, flyers urged paras to “Vote for the Union that has the Strength to Win.” One 
from May featured a photograph of an unsmiling Albert Shanker staring out of the frame, as if at 
an unlucky adversary at the bargaining table. It bore the message, “When you vote for the UFT 
and Al Shanker you’re not guessing! You KNOW we can do the job because we are DOING it. 
Vote UFT! UFT can do the job for YOU – It’s STRONG. [emphasis original].” The flyer stood 
in stark contrast to DC 37’s brochure, which bore the smiling image of Lillian Roberts with the 
caption “Mrs. Roberts, Associate Director of DC 37, is nationally known as originator of Career 
Ladder Programs which have already raised 500 Nurse’s Aides to Licensed Nurses.”102  
Official UFT campaign materials emphasized the mutual affinity of teachers and 
paraprofessionals and the desire of paraprofessionals to be taken seriously as educators. Talking 
to the Baltimore African-American, para Carolyn Frazier of Harlem told a different story, noting 
that she supported the UFT because she was “going to the highest bidder.” In the same article, 
Robert Jackson, a faculty member at the Women’s Talent Corps, argued, “the paraprofessionals 
ideologically prefer DC 37, but from a practical standpoint, they feel that the UFT has more 
muscle.”103 Critics of the unionization effort argued that the campaign was simply cooptation by 
the UFT leadership, but if this was the case, paraprofessionals were remarkably clear-eyed about 
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it. “We're aware that the UFT is only using us to gain more power and get on the good side of the 
parents in our schools” another Harlem para told the Amsterdam News. However, these paras felt 
they could use the UFT for their own benefit, just as the union sought to use them. 
In the campaign’s final days, the UFT sought to leverage person-to-person contact to 
influence paras. A June 18, 1969, letter from Shanker to teachers read: 
“We are counting on you to convince her that UFT is the best choice and to see that she 
votes UFT in the coming election . . . When the paraprofessional in your class votes next 
week, she should know that you want her in the UFT – that you need her support in 
teachers’ struggles and that you will support her in winning benefits.”104  
 
Shanker’s plea demonstrates his understanding of the essential locus of the UFT’s appeal: the 
classroom, where paras and teachers shared in educational labor and had built solidarity. The 
paraprofessional campaign took place in the very same years that paraprofessionals proved their 
value in classrooms (as described in the second chapter of this dissertation). Though it involved 
the highest-ranking officers in the union, the campaign was not, ultimately a top-down affair, but 
reliant on grassroots school and community-level alliances of working women.  
Just before the election, photos of steering committee members with their schools and 
titles listed ran in a special election edition of the United Teacher, re-titled the United Para-
professional for the occasion. The photos were captioned with quotes from these paras declaring 
their support for the UFT. One Brooklyn para explained, “I like the idea of the UFT because the 
teachers are in it and we work with them in the classroom.” Putting para faces and ideas up front, 
the UFT hoped to refute notions of Shanker’s dictatorial style and emphasize the democratic 
potential of membership in the UFT.  
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Figure 7: “The United Para-Professional,” Election Day UFT Flyer, June 1969 
Source: United Federation of Teachers Records 
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The election was predictably chaotic, with both the UFT and AFSCME accusing each 
other of everything from empty promises to voter intimidation and ballot tampering. After 
several months of arbitration (during which time both unions circulated flyers and press releases 
accusing the other of stalling), some contested ballots were removed and the votes were counted. 
At the insistence of the Board of Education, the election had only been held among 
paraprofessionals who worked in grades K-2 (the Board claimed that they could not guarantee 
the continuation of the program beyond those grades on account of divisions in federal funding). 
This group, between 3,500 and 4,000 paraprofessionals (out of about 10,000 total employed in 
New York City), had been further divided into two bargaining units: paras who worked in 
classrooms and paras who did not. In the final count of unchallenged ballots, the UFT won the 
classroom workers with 1,248 votes to DC 37’s 1,195 (29 paras voted for no union, and 9 ballots 
were blank) while DC 37 won the family and parent workers with 252 votes to the UFT’s 202 (5 
voted no, 10 were blank).105 In total, somewhere between 75-85% of eligible paras voted, the 
vast majority for some form of union membership. 
While the UFT did not win a resounding victory, it was clear that paraprofessionals 
sought union representation and the material and status benefits that came with it. The teacher’s 
union was deeply unpopular in most of communities where the election was contested, and was 
challenging a broadly popular union that had already represented a significant minority of 
paraprofessionals (those who had previously served as school aides). Given these challenges, it is 
fair to ask how the UFT was able to win any votes at all. 
The paras that chose the UFT did so for both practical and aspirational reasons. Joining 
the UFT affirmed paras’ status as educational workers. Doing so offered immediate gains, as the 
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UFT had demonstrated ability to outduel the Board of Education. This fact, paras hoped, 
promised a more effective career ladder program, and the ultimate opportunity to become 
teachers. As Brooklyn para Julia Rodgers explained in The United Para-Professional just before 
the election, “The UFT is also offering us good things – a raise and the chance to go to college 
one day since we want to become teachers.”106 Maggie Martin voted for the UFT, as did many of 
her friends. As she reasoned, “why would you work in a classroom with a teacher and not be a 
part of the same union?” Alida Mesrop, then a staff member at the Women’s Talent Corps, 
remembered that many WTC paraprofessionals chose the UFT, with the Corps’ support, for a 
simple, pragmatic reason: “they had clout!”107 The choice was not always easy; one para, Mrs. 
Gilbert, told a meeting of the Board of Education just before the election that “the UFT had 
promised to fight for her job in a school which was threatened by budget cuts.” Gilbert was 
“tempted to join the UFT” but “[held] back because her sympathy is with the community and she 
is not convinced the two are compatible.”108 
By confirming the status of paraprofessional as workers, by offering a vision for career 
advancement, and (somewhat ironically) by showing so clearly that they could fight the city and 
win, the UFT eked out a 53-vote victory. It was one that the union would begin trumpeting 
almost immediately and that it continues to celebrate today.109 However, a two-percent margin 
victory hardly signals a resounding show of support, and though the election marked a drastic 
shift in their relationship, negotiations between the UFT and paraprofessionals were far from 
complete. In some locales, the UFT had won a major victory, not least in Ocean Hill-Brownsville 
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where 175 out of 200 paraprofessionals signed UFT union cards. 110 In others areas, ties to DC 37 
or mistrust of the UFT had carried the day. Perhaps more importantly, before any substantive 
gains could come of paraprofessional unionism, the paras and the UFT had to bargain a novel 
contract with the Board of Education. They had to achieve this while being challenged on one 
flank by community organizers and on the other by and a rank-and-file revolt among teachers. 
V. A Two-Front Campaign: Building a Coalition to Win a Paraprofessional Contract 
Contract negotiations between the UFT and the Board of Education began in December 
1969, but the final paraprofessional contract was not signed until August of the following year. 
Many on the Board were happy to stall, hoping to undermine what they felt was an over-
powerful but over-extended union. By provoking the threat of yet another teacher’s strike, the 
Board hoped to break the UFT, either by unleashing a massive parent backlash against an 
unpopular tactic, or by revealing the UFT leadership’s inability to make its mostly white rank-
and-file walk out to support paraprofessionals. While opposition to paraprofessional unionism 
began to build in communities and among teachers immediately after the election results were 
ratified, it was the possibility of a strike for community-based educators that posed the most 
serious challenge to the UFT’s efforts, both from within and from without.  
 Community Action Agencies (CAAs) and Community Development Corporations 
(CDCs), the official city-recognized antipoverty organizations in New York neighborhoods, had 
incubated the first paraprofessional programs and fought to formalize local hiring. Their leaders 
worried from the beginning that unionization might undermine their relationship with 
paraprofessionals, whom they regarded as their own appointees. These efforts at control 
sometimes antagonized paras: one rare complaint in Roth’s 1968 survey referenced a meeting 
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held by a community group demanding the fealty of paras, and the UFT received complaints 
from the Two Bridges demonstration district when paraprofessionals were ordered to join a sit-in 
at the office of the Manhattan borough president.111 These organizations sometimes faced 
internal challenges from those they employed, as evidenced by an attempt at unionization on the 
part of some 300 employees of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation (the city’s 
largest CDC) in 1968.112 
 When the UFT announced the beginning of paraprofessional contract negotiations in late 
1969, community-based organizations were still justifiably furious with the UFT for fighting the 
demonstration districts and for keeping their children out of school for nearly two months. They 
saw the UFT’s unionization drive as yet another attempt to stifle community participation in 
education. These groups worried that a UFT contract would spell the end of their influence over 
paraprofessional appointments, even as the newly-signed New York State decentralization law 
created community school boards with the power to hire paras. These organizations sought to 
remind paras that they were “placed in the school” by community associations and thus owed 
their jobs, and their loyalty, to these groups. As one organization put it, “It is required that para-
professionals remain in constant cooperation with the Crown Heights Education Committee.” 
This meant avoiding the UFT, which “does not reflect our local community culture in any 
positive manner” and was out of bounds in any case, as “a union contract concerning Title I 
personnel is invalid because it is in conflict with and in fact contrary to public law.” Urging paras 
to “toss aside the concept that we need people outside of our community culture to bargain 
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anything for us,” they sought to reassert both their authority over paraprofessionals and their 
legitimacy as voices of the communal will.113 
 Many flyers circulated by community groups, including the one cited above, quoted from 
an article from the New York Amsterdam News that described the firing of Maggie Martin’s 
friend James Howard, on account of his independence from Albert Shanker and his use of the 
language of “Black pride.” Reporting that paraprofessionals organized by Howard had turned in 
their union cards in protest, the article asked, “If the UFT can do away with Howard, a so-called 
top representative, imagine what they are going to do for you?”114 Very few records of Howard’s 
employment or his termination seem to exist, but Martin’s testimony confirms that he was 
popular, and the Amsterdam News’ report of paras turning in their cards suggests that paras 
expected to control their new union chapter.  
 Local activists grew increasingly outspoken in their appeals to paras when the threat of a 
paraprofessional strike was broached in the spring of 1970. A “Letter to Paraprofessionals of 
Ocean Hill-Brownsville” from Rev. Herbert C. Oliver and Rhody McCoy used the word “para” 
interchangeably with “parent” to elide the two. It pled, “Don't let Shanker use our children and 
us to help him win back friends in our communities. He doesn't care about our children. He 
proved that with his illegal strikes of 1967 and 1968.”115 In Bedford-Stuyvesant, whose local 
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school district employed the largest number of paraprofessionals, Bed-Stuy Youth In Action 
informed paras that, “if a strike is called, [we] will urge the para-professionals not to go out. 
They will be hurting the children from the community they are trying to serve.”116 
 These attempts to sway paras, however, were tempered by the need to address the 
extremely low pay paras were receiving for work that community associations agreed was vitally 
important. UFT newspaper ads promoting the paraprofessionals’ negotiations read, “Everybody 
knows the way out of poverty is a job. Well, we're working and we're still poor. We are para-
professionals. We live in the neighborhoods of the schools we work in.”117 Seeking to preempt 
the need for a union-brokered contract, several community groups insisted that they had 
approved a 25% increase in paraprofessional wages, to be paid out of the federal funds allocated 
to the Board of Education, which the Board had failed to honor.118 Bed-Stuy Youth in Action’s 
leaders noted in their monthly newsletter that they had formed their own paraprofessional 
organization, which had affirmed its commitment to the community and promised not to 
strike.119 If they were to retain paras' allegiance, these organizations realized that they had to 
address paras’ needs and desires directly. 
Many local organizations called meetings to discuss the situation with paraprofessionals, 
whom they could not believe would employ the same tactic that had destroyed community 
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control. “Some of the paraprofessionals in our immediate area have felt the need for an 
opportunity to meet together and discuss the possible para-professional strike,” read the notice 
send out by the East Harlem Community Corporation, another organization that Preston Wilcox 
had helped to found. Helen Testamark, the chair of the one educational committee in Harlem, 
called an emergency meeting to address rumors "that efforts are being made by the United 
Federation of Teachers to remove these workers from community control.”120 
Velma Murphy Hill joined many of these meetings, some of which became heated. Paras 
who attended these meetings, Hill remembers, frequently met with “very hostile” crowds, but she 
noted that “paras got to tell their side of the story.”121 Marian Thom remembers similar meetings 
on the Lower East Side, in which tempers flared to such an extent that “you wondered if you 
were going to walk out alive.”122 Paraprofessionals understood the suffering that had taken place 
in these communities during the teacher strikes, but they believed they could fight for their rights 
as workers and still remain true to their students. These meetings gave paras an opportunity to 
explain their desire to unionize while asserting their commitment to communities.  
Paras also took to the press, including outlets that spoke directly to their communities. 
The New York Post ran a long, glowing profile of paraprofessional Lettie Concepcion and the 
“fantastic” relationships she had built with her students and teachers in Brooklyn. 123 In the 
Amsterdam News, paraprofessional Margaret Boyd of PS 108 in East Harlem asserted, "The 
paraprofessionals are doing jobs that are extremely essential to the educational process. I have 
been a paraprofessional for the past three years, and have not received any raises or benefits. I 
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sincerely hope that the teachers will support our effort because most education aides are of Black 
and Puerto Rican descent."124 Her fellow paraprofessional Bessy Canty echoed her sentiments in 
an article titled “Paras Seek Parent Support,” saying “she hope[d] that parents will understand 
their plight and support the education aides by keeping their children out of school” in the event 
of a paraprofessional strike.125  
The Amsterdam News also interviewed Congressman James Scheuer, who had sponsored 
a 1966 amendment to the Economic Opportunity Act that provided funding for career training, 
and who sat on the Board of the Women’s Talent Corps. Scheuer was unequivocal in his support 
of the paras, arguing that “We intended this program to provide a ladder from unemployment to 
paraprofessionalism and on up to professional employment status. As the program is currently 
run, the paraprofessionals are being employed on an hourly basis with no job security, no sick 
leave, no vacation and effectively no chance for upgrading.”126 East Harlem’s El Diario and El 
Tiempo also covered the contract struggle, running interviews with paraprofessionals, whom it 
lauded for their work in bilingual education. 127  El Tiempo, the city’s largest Spanish-language 
daily newspaper, noted, “If anyone in any Latin American country were to say that a public 
servant in the US earns between $2,500 and $3,000 annually, very few would believe it.”128 This 
coverage emphasized paras’ impact in schools and broadcast their struggle to wide audience. For 
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El Diario, El Tiempo, and the Amsterdam News, embracing paraprofessional organizing meant 
revising their opposition to teacher strikes and, in this particular instance, endorsing UFT paras. 
It is difficult to know how community organizations and parents would have reacted had 
a paraprofessional strike taken place in 1970, but even some those who had vociferously opposed 
the UFT in 1968 came around to the idea of paraprofessional unionism by 1970. Aurelia Greene, 
whose husband Jerome A. Greene led the Morrisania Education Council, remembered that they 
celebrated when paraprofessionals won their first contract, despite having tried to block the para-
UFT alliance two years prior. “We thought of it as a good opportunity,” Greene remembered, 
“because they [paras] were there on a temporary basis. We wanted the program to become 
institutionalized” and thus, the MEC leaders “were not unhappy that the union started unionizing 
them.”129 Lorraine Montenegro, the daughter of UBP founder Evelina Lopez Antonetty and a 
longtime South Bronx activist, was among those who slept in schools to keep them open in 1968, 
but by 1970, she recalled, “we supported them [the UFT] in most of their demands.”130 Her 
mother, Montenegro recalled, started out as an organizer with District 65, a left-leaning New 
York City union. She believed both in the power of labor organizing and the need for progressive 
voices in the labor movement.131  
 As paraprofessionals contended with concerned and occasionally hostile community 
organizations, the UFT was scrambling to sell paraprofessional unionization to skeptical 
teachers. Early on in the campaign, a handwritten letter from Beatrice E. Jacob, the Chapter 
Chair of PS 106 in the Bronx, informed Shanker that her chapter was  “unilaterally opposed to 
the continuation of the para-professionals,” because, as she put it, “they will become a noose 
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around our neck and at present offer no assistance but rather are a disturbing factor and a 
hindrance.”132 Similar missives, some signed by whole chapters, raised concerns about 
paraprofessionals acting as scabs, diluting teacher professionalism, or receiving unfair assistance 
in becoming teachers. When the threat of a paraprofessional strike was raised, many asserted, as 
did teacher Paul Engelson of Queens, “I have no intention of going on strike for this group.”133  
This last threat posed a grave problem for the UFT. A paraprofessional strike without 
teacher support would have little practical impact and hinder any attempts to negotiate a contract. 
Worse, images of white teachers crossing picket lines would confirm everything community 
organizations had said about the UFT, and irrevocably damage the union’s legitimacy with paras.  
In response, Sandra Feldman and Velma Murphy Hill conducted what an internal UFT 
report later called “one of the most intensive internal education campaigns in our history.”134 
Feldman answered hundreds of letters from teachers, driving home the message that 
“paraprofessionals are members of our own union. [emphasis original] If we do not support them 
in their struggle for a contract … if our efforts to win a living wage and working conditions are 
defeated, that defeat will be a severe blow to the UFT and its future negotiating strength.”135 
After a decision to hold a membership-wide vote on the question of whether to back a 
paraprofessional strike (a move that outraged progressive elements within the teachers union and 
the para caucus, who felt that it revealed paras’ second-class citizenship), Shanker once again 
leaned on his chapter chairs to educate the rank and file, urging them to emphasize the support of 
“civil rights, liberal and labor groups” for  “our paraprofessional campaign” and the need for a 
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“strong vote of support by all UFT members.”136 Many rose to the occasion with impressive 
materials of their own, including a one-act play composed by Brooklyn Chapter Chair Lucy 
Shifrin to address questions about the campaign.137  
Official histories of the UFT emphasize the importance of Shanker’s leadership, 
including a letter to teachers in support of paras that he penned while serving jail time under the 
Taylor Law for the 1968 strikes.138 However, Sandra Feldman relied far more heavily and 
regularly on the voices of ordinary teachers and chapter chairs who worked with 
paraprofessionals and were largely supportive of their demands. As Eloise Davis, a teacher at PS 
108, told the Amsterdam News, “paraprofessionals need and deserve better salaries and 
benefits.”139 Armed with letters and testimonials, the teachers of Harlem, the Lower East Side, 
the South Bronx, and Central Brooklyn hit the road to convince their brethren in the outer 
boroughs to support paraprofessionals. Their person-to-person campaigning drove home the 
value of the connections they had built with paras in classrooms over the previous two years.  
Members of progressive and radical caucuses were particularly active, often in ways that 
worried Shanker. One flyer in support of the paras read “the paraprofessionals are a potentially 
progressive force in fighting for the real change in the schools … [they] have demonstrated their 
willingness to actively oppose the policies of the BOE and the present mis-leadership of the 
UFT.”140 Teachers did not have to be radical to believe, in the aftermath of the 1968 battles, that 
UFT membership had lost some of its joy. UFT staff member Dan Sanders, who joined paras at 
                                                
136 Shanker to Chapter Chairs, May 26, 1970. UFT Box 133 Folder 27.  
137 Newsletter from UFT Chapter Chairman Lucy Shifrin at PS 189K, April 1970, UFT Box 155, Folder 6.  
138 Kahlenberg, Tough Liberal.  
139 “Paraprofessionals Seek Parent Support.” New York Amsterdam News, May 2, 1970.  
140 “A Call to Unity” Teachers Workshop, UFT Box 80, Folder 15.  
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the bargaining table in the summer, remembered, “Given the recent climate of all the 
confrontationism and everything else, it was a wonderful thing to be able to participate in.”141  
Larry Robbins, a teacher at the time, had sided with the UFT during the strikes and felt the way 
teachers were treated by community members “wasn’t fair,” but when it came to 
paraprofessional organizing, he believed in it, and was shocked that others opposed it. “It’s quite 
another thing,” he noted, “not to support getting more and more black and Hispanic into 
education and into the teaching profession by setting up a system by which they can elevate 
themselves.”142 For these teacher unionists, the paraprofessional campaign was a return to the 
core values of their union after an ugly detour into community control battles.  
VI. Conclusion: The Triumph of the Paraprofessionals?  
On June 3, 1970, teachers gathered at Madison Square Garden and voted to support a 
paraprofessional strike by a three-to-one margin. The combination of widespread public support 
and the teachers’ vote forced the Board of Education to the bargaining table, and by August of 
1970, New York City paras had won their landmark contract. After a brief skirmish in which the 
Board threatened to lay off half of the paraprofessional workforce to pay for the contract gains, 
paraprofessionals returned to work in the fall of 1970 as unionized, permanent employees with 
all the rights and privileges thereof. By the spring of 1971, the Paraprofessional-Teacher 
Education Program was operational at the City University of New York, as required by the 
UFT’s contract. CUNY’s program, which educated 6,000 paraprofessionals each semester from 
1972 until 1976, is discussed in the following chapter.  
                                                
141 Dan Sanders Interview, 1985, Box 2, Folder Dan Sanders, UFT-OH 
142 Larry Robbins Interview, 1985, Box 2, Folder Larry Robbins, UFT-OH 
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Official histories of the UFT have often deployed this victory as rehabilitation for Albert 
Shanker and the union leadership in the wake of the community control battle. This chapter has 
demonstrated that community-based educators and the teachers with whom they worked were as 
essential to this struggle as those at the top.143 Real gains were won in the contract of 1970, but 
this dissertation situates these victories in the context of long-running struggles to redefine the 
work of education and bring new workers into classrooms. The contract was a victory for and by 
the UFT, but it was also a product of the very freedom struggles that had challenged the union in 
1968. For the women who worked at the nexus of these struggles – paras themselves – the 
distinction was less important than the result. The contract preserved and expanded programs 
that had improved education in New York City, and which created thousands of jobs for Black 
and Hispanice women in neighborhoods bearing the brunt of a rising urban crisis. 
The “triumph” of the paras highlights the power of working women’s solidarity between 
community-based educators and the teachers with whom they worked. Historical studies of 
public-sector employment for poor women of color have rightly noted that racism, classism, and 
sexism all contributed to their receiving lower wages, insecure tenure, and few avenues for 
advancement in government positions, dividing them physically and rhetorically from 
“professional” workers like teachers.144 In spite of this official discrimination, paraprofessionals 
and the teachers they worked with had found common ground. Shared labor built solidarity, and 
so did sharing the challenges of balancing home and work. This solidarity helped to bridge 
divides of class, race, and metropolitan space in the classroom, and, later, in the union.  
                                                
143 For a sophisticated statement of the union’s story, see Kahlenberg, Tough Liberal. 
144 See Berger, “A Whole Lot Closer”; Collins, Ethnically Qualified, among others.  
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 The coalition of educators, activists, parents, unionists, and policymakers that supported 
paraprofessionals shifted, frayed, and fought fiercely during these three chaotic years in New 
York City. By 1970, many of these actors could agree about nothing at all save for the value of 
paraprofessionals in public schools. Still, their coalition held, for the time being, and the contract 
it produced proved generative for many strains of paraprofessional organizing going forward. 
The AFT’s plethora of campaigns, are the subject of Chapter 5, and the efforts of Frank 
Riessman to take the “New Careers” movement national through the federal “Career 
Opportunities Program” is the subject of Chapter 6. Preston Wilcox, who had vociferously 
opposed both the 1968 strikes and the UFT’s courtship of paras, remained deeply committed to 
the goal of employing local residents in public schools even after unionization. In the early 
1970s, Wilcox also developed and ran a “Parent Participation in Follow Through” model that 
hired “parent stimulators” at Follow-Through sites in eight states, discussed in Chapter 7.145 
 Nonetheless, questions remained. In many neighborhoods, many questioned whether the 
“institutionalization” of paras, as Aurelia Greene described it, could truly co-exist with 
responsive community involvement. Teachers, meanwhile, were not all convinced that paras 
would become allies in schools and the union. In a candid moment two decades later, Shanker 
recalled that at Madison Square Garden, many teachers “came down they voted and they were 
angry. They kind of looked at me and said ‘Well, we are voting the way you want us to, but we 
don’t believe in it.”146 While the contract was a victory, in many ways, the work had just begun.  
                                                
145 Wilcox noted that his was the only program that included funding for a parent employee who was entirely 
responsible to the parents and community served, in contrast to the paras hired by all Follow Through programs, 
who were employed through local school districts. “Continuation Proposal – Parents as Community Developers” 
PWP, Box 30, Folder 2; “The Role of the Local Stimulator” PWP, Box 30, Folder 1. Wilcox’s vision of community-
based education hiring, and his work with Follow, are discussed in Chapter 7. 
146 Speech at AFT PSRP Conference, 1985, AFT-Shanker, Box 65, Folder 61,  
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 The quotations from Shanker, Selden, and rank-and-file teachers cited earlier in this 
chapter demonstrate that teachers and their unions had embraced a particular definition of 
paraprofessional work, one with more than a hint of paternalism and hierarchy. Leaders and 
teachers alike would continue to contrast the community control struggles with the 
paraprofessional campaigns that followed, demonizing parents and activists who fought them in 
1968 while praising the hardworking, uplift-minded women who joined them in 1969. It 
mattered little that many paras were members of both groups; a rhetorical line had been drawn 
between community control and paras. Such language created an impediment to connecting 
schools and communities through paraprofessionalism in the 1970s, albeit one that radical union 
caucuses and community groups occasionally broke through. Moreover, the ways in which 
Selden’s apprenticeship model of paraprofessionalism tied the value of paraprofessional work to 
teacher training blinded many teachers and unionists to the multifaceted nature of 
paraprofessional labor, and proved an insufficient link for sustaining teacher commitments to 
paras during budget crises in the 1970s.  
 How might we understand the legacy of Ocean Hill-Brownsville and community control 
struggles in light of the paraprofessional organizing drive? Community control was not a one-off 
experiment, but a long-running demand in New York City. Struggles for community 
participation in public education were not simply fights about schooling, but were connected to 
demands for economic opportunities – for parents as well as children – and democratic 
participation in the provision of social welfare. These took many forms in the 1960s, of which 
paraprofessional programs were one and the three “decentralized districts” that launched the 
1968 “crisis” another. “Community control” as an experiment may have ended in December of 
1968, but the struggle continued, and the paraprofessional contract was a victory for it. 
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 This is not to deny that the 1968 teacher strikes were not a significant turning point, but 
rather to reevaluate what turned, and how. Parents and activists tried to sustain a holistic vision 
of community schooling in the demonstration districts, and while that was destroyed, pieces of it 
lived on, in part because these parents had provoked a crisis. Resolving that crisis required 
concessions from the Board of Education and the United Federation of Teachers. Ideology is 
often invoked in the era of Ocean Hill-Brownsville – supposedly a moment when liberalism was 
“eclipsed” and maximum feasible participation squandered – but the paraprofessionals rarely 
spoke in such terms. Rather, paras strategized pragmatically with a combination of direct 
pressure, coalition building, and constant organizing. This was how they made themselves 
essential in their schools – building alliances in the process – and it is how they won a contract 
that reshaped New York City’s educational bureaucracy and enshrined community roles in 
schooling for the following decade. At the intersection of racial, class, and gender hierarchies, 
paraprofessionals worked as complete human beings with multiple, overlapping selves: parents, 
community organizers, educators, workers, and unionists. They did so through “everyday rituals 
of democratic practice,” through meetings, conversations, shared work, shared drinks, and the 
instruments of mass mobilization: printed materials and the popular press.147 They articulated 
their own vision of themselves as legitimate educators and deserving workers, and while they 
were not at liberty to define their roles completely, they worked the boundaries and tensions 
between their allies to produce the best possible result that they could. How this coalition, and 
this contract, served them and their allies is the subject of the following chapters.  
 
                                                
147 Charles M. Payne and Adam Green, eds., Time Longer than Rope: A Century of African American Activism, 
1850-1950 (New York: NYU Press, 2003). 
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Chapter Four: “You Can Never Believe Your Good Luck” 
Community-Based Educators and their Allies in New York City in the 1970s 
 
“Community-based educational workers must join together. You must unite to show the parents 
and the rest of your community that the educational workers are not going to accept what the 
educational system has been dishing out. If you find that your co-workers are fearful or that they 
think everything is dandy, it is up to you to remind them that the children and parents are 
counting on them to unite and join the common struggle for equality and social justice.” 
 
A Parent Guide for Community-Based Educational Workers in Schools, 1970 
 
“The children feel great when they see their mothers or the fathers walking through the halls … 
it gives them a different kind of sense, mommy is here, daddy is here. That’s one the greatest 
things that the union and the Board of Education have ever done for public education. I’m not for 
all black and I’m not for all white, but at that particular time, it worked, where they could see 
more of their community in their school.” 
 
Maggie Martin, Paraprofessional and Teacher, Queens, 2015 
 
I. Introduction: “Save Paraprofessional Jobs!”  
Community-based educators in New York City had reason to be optimistic as the school 
year began in the fall of 1970. Five years prior, their jobs had not existed at all, and the 
possibility of convincing the city’s notoriously sclerotic Board of Education to hire 
uncredentialed mothers from the city’s poorest neighborhoods to work in public schools seemed 
remote. However, in just half a decade, these educators and their allies in freedom struggles, 
antipoverty programs, and the labor movement had reshaped the social and institutional 
geography of public education in New York City. That summer, they had won a landmark 
contract from the city’s Board of Education, securing not only their jobs, but also a future for 
what many observers had begun to call the “paraprofessional movement.” 1 
And yet, the 1970-1971 school year began with another struggle. City administrators 
argued that the very contract paras had won would force principals to hire fewer people; as the 
                                                
1 See, among others, Gartner and Riessman, “The Paraprofessional Movement in Perspective”; Pamphlet: 
Organizing Paraprofessionals: A Manual Prepared by the Committee on Paraprofessionals (American Federation 
of Teachers, Washington DC, 1973).  
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superintendent of District 29 in Queens admonished, “bear in mind that the increased salaries of 
paraprofessionals does mean that the same money cannot buy the same services.”2 The Board of 
Education laid off nearly 1,500 paraprofessional educators in September, prompting their union, 
the United Federation of Teachers, to form an “Emergency Citywide Committee for the Public 
Schools.”3 Led by Bayard Rustin, the Committee brought together a broad coalition of New 
Yorkers, including civil rights organizations that had spent the preceding three years battling the 
union for community control of schools. Marching across the Brooklyn Bridge to a mass rally at 
City Hall on October 6, 1970, unionized teachers and veterans of freedom struggles demanded 
the city “save paraprofessional jobs.”4 
                                                
2 Memo: To: All Para-Professionals in District 29 From: Max G. Rubinstein, Community Superintendent, September 
30, 1970. UFT Box 80, Folder 15.  
3 At the time, approximately 10,000 people worked in paraprofessional positions in New York City, of which 4,000 
had been included in the UFT’s bargaining unit for the 1970 contract. Prior to the contract (and for nearly a decade 
afterward, until 1978), paraprofessionals worked on ten-month contracts, and were forced to collect unemployment 
in the summers. Thus, the city tried claim that the decision to re-hire fewer paraprofessionals in the fall of 1970 did 
not constitute layoffs, despite the fact that most of those laid off had been promised work when schools reopened. 
4 Letter from Albert Shanker, UFT President, to membership, September 25, 1970 (flyer for “Mass Demonstration at 
City Hall” attached). UFT Box 80, Folder 15.  
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Figure 8: Bayard Rustin and Albert Shanker march across the Brooklyn Bridge, October 6, 1970 





These protests drew wide support from the city’s press, including an on-air editorial from 
local news anchor John Murray, who put the stakes of the fight in clear and persuasive terms. 
“Our city's key educational problem during the last few years” Murray intoned, referencing the 
community-control fight of 1968, “has been the relationship of the schools to the community.” 
Community-based educators, he argued, had the power to address this problem productively:  
Paraprofessionals are community people, many of them poor, who work in the schools 
and serve as a bridge between the community and the school. They come with their own 
specialized knowledge of the community and children. They take some of the burden 
from over-worked teachers by helping them with supervision. And they serve as 
interpreters between teachers and pupils … the paraprofessional program provides jobs 
for poor people while enabling them to make important contributions to society. It would 
indeed be tragic if such large numbers of people who are serving an important function in 
education were now to be forced back onto the welfare rolls.5 
 
Murray’s editorial reflected a consensus born of organizing. The three goals of community 
education programs – improving instruction, connecting schools and communities, and creating 
jobs and careers – had begun as activist demands within New York City’s long black freedom 
struggle. These activists had partnered with antipoverty programs and progressive teacher 
unionists to create programs of local hiring. The “paraprofessional” educators they hired – 
primarily working-class Black and Hispanic mothers – had won over students, parents, teachers, 
administrators, and the general public. Just three years into New York City’s program of local 
educational hiring, mainstream news organizations supported these programs and ideas.  
Murray’s editorial was informed by the future as well as the past. The city’s experiment 
in “community control” had been cancelled by the State of New York after the UFT struck for 
six weeks in the fall of 1968. However, the State Legislature had moved in 1969 to partially 
“decentralize” New York City’s massive school district into thirty-one (later thirty-two) semi-
autonomous sub-districts, a process that began in the fall of 1970. Each district was to have its 
                                                
5 New York 9 Editorial, “Paraprofessionals” John Murray Reading, October 28-29, 1970. UFT Box 80, Folder 15. 
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own elected board that would, in theory, shape programs of education at the neighborhood level. 
In this new context, Murray argued, “Paraprofessionalism is one of the new and more efficient 
approaches to education that is essential if decentralization is to succeed.”6  
Many paraprofessionals, Murray noted, lived on the brink of poverty, having been hired 
from welfare rolls in accordance with ESEA policy. These educators were forced to endure 
weeks without paychecks in the fall of 1971, but the struggle of the “Emergency Citywide 
Committee” was ultimately successful, and the vast majority of paraprofessionals were rehired. 
This victory was, in many ways, unsurprising; paraprofessional educators had demonstrated their 
ability to bring diverse allies together many times. At the same time, the fight of the Emergency 
Citywide Committee heralded the dawning of a new era in New York City and the nation, one 
that presented new challenges to community-based educators and the coalition they had built. 
This fourth chapter analyzes the work of community-based educators and the trajectory 
of their movement in New York City in the 1970s. The successful unionization drive of 1970 
secured the place of these educators in public schools at a time when much of the social activism 
and policy innovation of the 1960s was in retreat or under attack. Unionization offered 
tremendous opportunities to community-based educators, but the changing political economy of 
New York City in the 1970s created a host of new challenges for them and their allies. This 
chapter documents tremendous gains that resulted from the paraprofessional movement, and 
argues that they should be understood as an important legacy of the black freedoms struggle, the 
War on Poverty, and the public sector labor movement. However, it also reveals the ways that 
both internal and external factors began to undermine the coalition that supported community 
                                                
6 Ibid. 
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education in New York City. As this coalition splintered, the possibilities for transforming 
schools through community-based educational hiring began dissipate as well.  
Community-based educators and their allies fought to make New York City’s systems of 
public education, public sector labor organizing, and municipal governance more equitable and 
democratic in these years. The “triumph” of the paraprofessionals – which included not just the 
contract itself, but also institutionalization of these jobs and a network of support for them – 
positioned these community educators to play a crucial role in the ongoing and intersecting 
struggles of Black and Hispanic New Yorkers, poor and working-class women, and public-sector 
workers beyond their 1960s heydays. In classrooms around the city, paras continued to work 
with teachers and administrators to create and support innovative pedagogies, curricula, and 
school-community partnerships that improved the public school experience for students and 
parents. Paras also continued to work in concert with many other social movements in the city, 
leading voter registration drives, health fairs, and workshops for social justice in their schools 
and neighborhoods. These efforts expanded the reach and impact of community-based education, 
as paras and their allies demanded that their city provide opportunities and resources to children 
and adults alike. In the UFT, their new union, some paraprofessional educators joined the 
leadership and helped shape the trajectory of community education from this vantage, while 
others joined with opposition caucuses in specific schools and districts to advance alternative 
visions. Across the city and in many contexts, these educators demonstrated the remarkable 
power of the “paraprofessional movement,” which linked freedom, labor, and social welfare 
struggles unlike any other program or movement in city in these years. 7 
                                                
7 This research contributes to a burgeoning literature on the continuities between activism in New York City’s well-
studied midcentury era and continued efforts for social justice amid the austerity of the 1970s and the rising 
neoliberalism of city governance in the 1980s. See, among others, Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement; 
Gold, When Tenants Claimed the City; Carroll, Mobilizing New York.  
 209 
The continued impact of paraprofessional organizing was cast in high relief by the 
mounting devastation wrought through political neglect and disinvestment in the low-income 
urban neighborhoods where paraprofessionals lived and worked. As the 1970s dawned, the 
deepening “urban crisis” presented new challenges to paras and the coalition they had built. 
Budget cuts were a constant problem during the decade, as the city neared bankruptcy and the 
federal government turned away from urban funding. Many of the social welfare and community 
action programs created or expanded by the federal War on Poverty were scaled back or 
eliminated as Richard Nixon declared the “war” over in 1973. The decentralization of the city’s 
school system created new set of administrators and community leaders, generating new political 
formulations and new struggles over the practice of community education. At the broadest level, 
the collapse of the postwar political economy that supported working-class New Yorkers in these 
years put intense pressure on public-sector unions, civil rights organizations, and poverty 
warriors, dividing their attention, pitting them against one another, and making it harder for each 
constellation of stakeholders to support community-based educators in their efforts. Thus, while 
the first half of this dissertation charted the rise of paraprofessional programs and a “para-
professional movement,” this chapter traces their development over uneven terrain, amid 
increasingly difficult circumstances in the lead-up to New York’s fiscal crisis in 1975.  
While tensions in the coalition that supported community-based educators had proven 
productive in the late 1960s, the changes of the 1970s exacerbated these tensions, and this 
coalition began to pull apart. From the beginning, contests had arisen between educators, 
administrators, unionists, and community leaders over the shaping of community-based 
education. In the 1970s, battles raged as to who should control access to these jobs and 
resources, and who could define paraprofessional roles, allegiances, and educational strategies. 
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These struggles were compounded by external factors. Municipal budget shortfalls and the 
resulting threats to teacher jobs occupied the UFT’s attention, while contests over local school 
boards divided and discouraged local organizers in many neighborhoods. The antipoverty 
programs that had served as midwives to the paraprofessional movement found their federal 
budgets slashed nearly to the bone, with the city in no position to help them continue their work.  
These new challenges placed limits on the broad, transformative vision for community-
based education that paraprofessionals and their allies had begun to shape in the late 1960s. 
Without the support and attention of community organizers, and without the resources channeled 
through antipoverty agencies, the simple hiring local residents did not transform public schools. 
Without continued “internal education” about the transformative power of community-based 
education – the process by which teacher allies had convinced their fellows to support the 
paraprofessional contract – the mere presence of paras in the teachers’ union did not necessarily 
produce “social movement unionism” of the sort envisioned by many early organizers. As the 
changing political economy made these struggles more divisive, community-based educators 
found the space in which they operated shrinking, and their capacity for coalition building 
diminished. Paras swam against the quickening current of structural change in these years. While 
they achieved much in the process, they did so with increasing effort and diminishing returns.  
II. New York City in the 1970s: Deindustrialization and Decentralization of Schools 
 Historians have documented the damage wrought by the collapse of Fordist-Keynesian 
economies in the cities of the Northeastern and Midwestern United States – the “Rust Belt” – in 
great detail under the rubric of the “urban crisis.”8 While, as Roberta Gold reminds us, “New 
                                                
8 See, among many others, Robert O. Self, American Babylon: Race and the Struggle for Postwar Oakland 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005); Thomas J. Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and 
Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995). 
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York is nobody’s microcosm,” the city endured a comparable trajectory in the three decades 
following the Second World War, losing hundreds of thousands of industrial jobs to the suburbs 
and Sun Belt, as well as the tax dollars of the white, middle-class residents who used federal 
subsidies in highway construction and suburban home financing to follow these jobs out of the 
five boroughs.9 Discriminatory practices in lending, employment, and the districting and 
provision of municipal services distributed the costs and benefits of postwar urbanism unequally, 
both within the five boroughs and the wider metropolitan region.  
In the 1960s, Great Society and War on Poverty legislation supported programs to 
provide for the increasingly poor and working-class residents who remained in the “inner city.” 
These funds fueled the hiring of paraprofessional educators, among many other interventions. 
However, the persistence of unemployment and poverty, coupled with the concomitant rise of 
federal spending on crime and surveillance, generated clashes between urban residents and 
police that sparked uprisings in Watts, Newark, Detroit, and Chicago, among several other cities, 
in the late 1960s.10 In the 1968 presidential election, Republican Richard Nixon edged Democrat 
Hubert Humphrey, in part, due to his promises to promote “law and order.” Nixon’s ascent 
heralded a shift in federal priorities away from social spending and the promotion of racial 
equality, backed by disillusioned liberals in both Congress and the Executive branch.  
Perhaps no politician or scholar exemplified the turn away from urban antipoverty policy 
better than Daniel Patrick Moynihan. The former Department of Labor sociologist, then at 
Harvard, authored a book titled Maximum Feasible Misunderstanding excoriating the War on 
Poverty’s Community Action Program in 1969, shortly before joining the Nixon 
                                                
9 Gold, When Tenants Claimed the City 
10 Elizabeth Hinton, From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime: The Making of Mass Incarceration in America, 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016). 
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administration.11 In 1970, Moynihan authored a memo for Nixon on “the position of Negroes at 
the end of the first year of your administration” that celebrated a rising Black middle class while 
painting a bleak picture of “black slums” populated by single mothers and their fire-starting 
children. Moynihan took a dim view of organized African American protest in urban areas, 
suggesting welfare rights protestors were also arsonists and asserting that the Black Panthers 
promoted “hatred – revenge – against whites” as justification for “the crime, the fire setting, the 
rampant school violence” in black urban communities. For the 1970s, Moynihan called for a 
period of “benign neglect” of Black protest, suggesting a process of disengagement from urban 
communities in favor of promoting middle-class Black success. 12 
As federal priorities shifted, New York City’s industrial economy and overall population 
continued to shrink. Firms took advantage of cheap labor and federal contracts and moved to the 
American South or West, while middle-class white residents used federal subsidies to buy homes 
in the suburbs. By the 1970s, the combination of lost tax revenue from these moves and 
increasing expenditures on social welfare programs strained New York City’s municipal budget. 
Successive mayoral administrations began to implement a series of cuts to municipal services 
that shifted the costs of these political-economic upheavals onto residents and workers in the 
city’s poorest neighborhoods, predominantly Black and Hispanic New Yorkers.  
Community-based educators witnessed the devastating impact of the urban crises in their 
schools and communities. Class sizes increased in the 1970s and maintenance of school 
buildings declined, while social services for students and their families, as well as the quality of 
the housing where they lived, declined precipitously. Unemployment soared, particularly in New 
                                                
11 Moynihan, Maximum Feasible Misunderstanding. 
12 Memorandum from Daniel Patrick Moynihan to President Nixon, January 16, 1970. Nixon Presidential Library 
“Virtual Library,” https://www.nixonlibrary.gov/virtuallibrary/releases/jul10/53.pdf [accessed January 31, 2017] 
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York’s Black and Hispanic communities in Upper Manhattan, the South Bronx, and Central 
Brooklyn, where the highest concentrations of paraprofessionals worked.  
These changes made paraprofessional work in schools both more difficult and more 
crucial for students, as other community-based social services were disappearing. They also 
made paraprofessional jobs themselves increasingly valuable assets for working-class Black and 
Hispanic women, providing stability in an era of scarcity. This stability allowed paras to raise 
their families, seek educational advancement, and organize in their communities. The city’s 
expanding public sector had provided something of a cushion to deindustrialization; New York 
added nearly as many public sector positions as it lost industrial jobs in the 1960s. However, it 
took civil rights organizing to open these jobs to Black and Hispanic residents of New York, who 
experienced double the unemployment rates of white New Yorkers, and it took unionization to 
guarantee living wages and job security in these positions.13 Paraprofessional organizing had 
combined these imperatives. As a result, paras were better positioned than many of their 
neighbors to respond to the “urban crisis” as educators, unionists and community organizers.  
 As the city slipped deeper into economic turmoil at the dawn of the 1970s, it also 
radically reshaped its school system. After years of pressure on the unresponsive Board of 
Education bureaucracy from community activists, and an explosive conflict over an experiment 
in “community control” funded by the Ford Foundation from 1967 to 1969, the State Legislature 
“decentralized” New York City’s schools in 1970. The new law broke the largest school district 
in the nation into thirty-one (later thirty-two) separate sub-districts, with limited powers at the 
elementary and junior high school level.14 As planned, each district would elect a nine-member 
                                                
13 Freeman, Working Class New York, Chapters 11-13.  
14 High schools remained under centralized control. 
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Community School Board to appoint a superintendent, who would, in turn, appoint principals, 
recruit teachers, hire paraprofessionals and other support staff, and set the educational agenda for 
the district. However, union contracts and citywide examination lists for teacher hiring remained 
in effect at the city level, so neither local Boards nor their appointed superintendents truly 
controlled the staffing of schools. The central Board of Education also retained control over 
budget allocations, curricular decisions, and other major pieces of the educational process.  
The law, as passed, infuriated community control activists. These leaders had clashed 
with the UFT and Council of Supervisory Associations in 1968 over the rights of experimental 
school boards to make staffing decisions, and along with many parents, they believed the greatest 
threat to their children’s educations came from the presence of racist, under-qualified, and 
incompetent faculty in schools. The United Bronx Parents, an organization of Puerto Rican and 
African-American parents founded through an Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) grant in 
the South Bronx in 1966, called the law a “disaster and a distinct step backwards.15 Aurelia 
Greene, who organized with paraprofessionals and parents in Morrisania, just to the north of the 
United Bronx Parents in the Bronx, explained, “Under community control, we would have a say 
on every level, which would include the budget, which would include the curriculum. Under 
decentralization, we had a say in everything except the budget and except the curriculum.”16 
When the first elections for the new Community School Boards were held in 1970, many schools 
activists advocated boycotting them altogether, rather than taking part in what they believed to 
be Potemkin boards created to mollify, co-opt, and manage poor and working-class 
neighborhoods without offering them real power. In Ocean Hill-Brownsville, where elections for 
                                                
15 “Summary and Analysis of School Decentralization Bill,” April 30, 1969. Ellen Lurie Papers, Box 1, Folder 
“Decentralization Materials” Center for Puerto Rican Studies, Hunter College, New York, NY.  
16 Interview with Aurelia Greene, August 27, 2014.  
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the “experimental” community control project in 1968 had brought 25% of the community to the 
polls, turnout was less than 5% of eligible voters in 1970.17 
 Scholarship on this period of politics in New York City has largely followed from the 
critiques of these activists, focusing both on the limited powers granted to boards and the 
infighting, corruption, and ineffective policymaking that took place therein. For many scholars as 
well as activists, the failure of these local school boards was indicative of the failure of the entire 
“community action” model. As Steven Gregory, quoting John Mollenkopf, wrote in Black 
Corona, the creation of small, neighborhood-based entities with limited powers and a focus on 
localized problems like “blight” rather than structural inequalities in the city’s political economy 
turned official organs of the War on Poverty into a “war on politics.”18 Historian Jerald Podair 
argues, similarly, that the bitter battle over community control in 1968 undermined and de-
legitimated the idea of “maximum feasible participation” in New York City, further suppressing 
both participation and trust in these new boards.19 As for those who participated in these new 
institutional formulations, including paraprofessionals, most scholars have viewed these 
longtime activists as being corrupted or co-opted along with the districts where they served.20  
Community School Districts (CSDs) inherited a limited, but highly visible, responsibility 
for public schooling as rising unemployment and poverty presented new challenges to education, 
                                                
17 Podair, The Strike That Changed New York; Perlstein, Justice, Justice; Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights 
Movement. 
18 Gregory, Black Corona. 
19 Podair, The Strike That Changed New York, Ch. 6. 
20 Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, Poor People’s Movements: How They Succeed, Why they Fail (New 
York: Vintage, 1978), remains the definitive statement of how co-optation takes place within radical grassroots 
movements. For scholarship directly critical of co-optation within the decentralization of New York City schools, 
and the unionization of paras, see Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement; Podair, The Strike That Changed 
New York; Perlstein, Justice, Justice, Collins, Ethnically Qualified, D’Amico, Claiming Profession. The question of 
co-optation is taken up in greater detail in Chapter 3.  
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and as public funding on social services shrank elsewhere in the city. This new responsibility 
was, in many respects, a “hollow prize.”21 As the poor turnout for the initial CSD elections 
demonstrated, many New Yorkers had little faith in these boards. However, recent work on the 
“War on Poverty from the grass roots up” has shifted the focus of the historiography from the 
limits of the official political process to the ways that community activists used, stretched, and 
reshaped War on Poverty initiatives to further their own movements for freedom and 
democracy.22 In a similar vein, Heather Lewis’s 2013 study of decentralization in New York City 
explores the gains as well as the problems of Community School Districts in the 1970s and 
1980s, and reveals a more complicated legacy of these Boards in the city’s neighborhoods.23  
Paraprofessional experiences of decentralization offer a valuable vantage point from 
which to assess this legacy, and from which to consider the structuring and impact of 
community-focused interventions in schooling and municipal governance more broadly. Paras 
struggled with the limits of these boards, and found themselves at the mercy of the new and often 
vicious local politics they engendered. They also struggled with the ways that the city’s central 
Board selectively devolved control of federal, but not state, funding to CSDs, as their salaries 
were disproportionately drawn from federal funding. At the same time, paras, as John Murray’s 
editorial noted, were “essential” to the vision of decentralized, community-based education for 
many educators and administrators in local districts. They used their unique positions at the 
margin between schools and communities to help conceive and implement some of the most 
exciting and effective new educational strategies in these districts.  
                                                
21 H. Paul Friesema, “Black Control of Central Cities: The Hollow Prize,” Journal of the American Institute of 
Planners 35, no. 2 (March 1, 1969): 75–79; Neil Kraus and Todd Swanstrom, “Minority Mayors and the Hollow-
Prize Problem,” PS: Political Science and Politics 34, no. 1 (March 1, 2001): 99–105. 
22 Orleck and Hazirjian, eds., The War on Poverty. 
23 Lewis, New York City Schools from Brownsville to Bloomberg. 
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Harlem’s Isaiah Robinson, who had witnessed community-based educators in action as a 
member of the IS 201 Governing Committee in 1968, became a member of the Board of 
Education as New York City transitioned to its decentralized school system in 1969. In this 
capacity, he issued a scathing assessment of New York City’s educational programs for children 
living in poverty at a forum called by Manhattan Borough President Percy Sutton. Speaking 
primarily of Title I programs – which were funded federally by the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act of 1965, or “ESEA” – Robinson called them a “colossal failure.” He argued that 
monies had been spent to enrich professionals instead of serving eligible students, while 
neglecting required parent participation entirely. He blasted teachers and administrators for 
claiming rights to funding through tenure, and scolded paraprofessionals for having “forgotten 
the purpose of Title I” and “clamoring for a larger share of the funds.”24 Robinson offered 
several recommendation; chiefly that the newly created community school districts should be 
given “complete autonomy” in managing these funds. He also recommended that para-
professional salaries be paid by tax levy funds and that separate legislation be passed to fund 
paraprofessional college training. Community School Districts never received anything 
approaching “complete autonomy” in their operations, but after a three-year process in which 
centralized “funded programs” – funded chiefly by Title I, but also by New York State – were 
phased out, districts did gain control of most “targeted funding.” Even then, however, proposals 
had to be approved through a laborious process involving the city, state, and federal government.  
The shift to decentralization proved a rocky one for paraprofessionals. The phasing out 
centralized programs meant the disappearance of many jobs, unless local administrators opted to 
keep them. This, however, was a difficult call for newly elected Community School Boards to 
                                                
24 “The Effect of Title I ESEA Funds on Student Achievement” October 27, 1970 Isaiah Robinson Files, Series 378 
Box 26, Folder 6, BOE  
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make, as retaining existing programs left little money for school boards and superintendents to 
spend on their own ideas. Community Education Centers, in particular, funded by Title III of the 
ESEA, became the subject of major struggles. Central Harlem’s District Five phased out much of 
its existing programming in the interest of controlling funding. Kweli, the newspaper of 
Robinson’s former experimental district at IS 201, wrote in 1971 that the divergence of funding 
from Community Education Centers citywide meant that 800 people stood to lose their jobs, ”of 
whom about 600 are ‘non-professional’ people, mostly mothers, who work as remedial teachers, 
community liaison representatives, counselors, and teacher aides.”25  
While federal funding shrank or held steady for many educational innovations, the 
implementation of national and state-level court mandates for bilingual education, coupled with 
the passage of explicit legislation at the federal level, spurred the expansion of bilingual 
programs in the 1970s. For paraprofessionals who spoke another language, their native skill 
became a significant asset in hiring as the decade wore on, and also a spur to seeking continued 
educational opportunities at CUNY, as bilingual teaching positions remained open even as hiring 
freezes kept many paras out of the teaching corps after the 1975 fiscal crisis. As a consequence, 
multi-lingual paraprofessionals were over twice as likely as their monolingual fellows to become 
teachers, according to a 1985 study.26 These laws, court cases, and the trajectory they created for 
paraprofessionals and the programs they worked in all serve to explain some of the divergence 
between local school districts in New York City in the 1970s.  
The experiences of Community School District 4, in Puerto Rican East Harlem, and 
District 5, in Central Harlem, are instruction. The differential outlays of funding directly affected 
                                                
25 Kweli: the IS 201 Newspaper, March 1971, Annie Stein Papers, Box 3, Folder 5. 
26 Gary D. Goldenback, “Teaching Career Aspirations of Monolingual and Bilingual Paraprofessionals in the New 
York City School System” (PhD Diss, Hofstra University, 1985).  
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community-based educators in these districts. In District Five, political infighting over limited 
funds encouraged patronage appointments and constant turnover on the part of superintendents 
and Board members meant lack of program continuity. District Four, in contrast, maintained 
many popular and effective programs, particularly in bilingual education, throughout the 
decade.27  
While the disappearance of centralized Board programming presented one challenge, the 
creation of CSDs also undermined smaller units of organization within the school system. 
Community activists had pushed for much smaller districts, along the lines of the IS 201 
complex or the Parent-Teachers Teams cluster discussed in Chapter 2, but a coalition of 
conservative state legislators, the UFT, and the supervisor’s union had pushed through a plan that 
offered only limited control of thirty-one massive districts. Community school boards and 
superintendents sought to manage programs that employed paras at the district level, which 
actually resulted in many programs that had previously been overseen by individual principals or 
small clusters of schools becoming more centralized. The complex but productive system for 
hiring paraprofessionals, which had included recommendations from Community Action 
Programs, local principals, and AFSCME DC 37, was replaced by principal’s discretion, often at 
the recommendation of the Community School Board or District Superintendent. Programs that 
had once drawn exclusively from parents at a particular school, for instance, might now draw 
paras from the entire district. As a consequence, patronage increasingly became a problem; in 
                                                
27 Lewis, New York City Public Schools from Brownsville to Bloomberg. On dysfunction in District 5, see Lewis, 
forthcoming chapter in Ansley T. Erickson and Ernest Morrell, Educating Harlem: Schools and the Referendum on 
the American Dream (New York: Columbia University Press) 
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1975, District 5 Superintendent Luther Seabrook blasted the District’s Title I office as a 
“patronage office” for Community School Board members.28  
The creation of community school districts also generated new tensions between local 
activists hoping to implement new programming and UFT leadership seeking to protect existing 
jobs. While community activists and the union stood together to protect paraprofessional jobs in 
the fall of 1970, by August of 1971, union president Albert Shanker was writing to Calvin 
Alston, the Chairman of Community School Board Five, regarding a proposal to create new 
programming in the District with new paraprofessional job titles. Shanker argued, “such a 
proposal is a blatant violation of the Collective Bargaining Agreement between the UFT and 
BOE covering paraprofessionals. Further, it is an unconscionable attempt to deprive hundreds of 
outstanding and dedicated paraprofessionals in your district of their employment.”29 Such 
conflicts represented more than mere battles over resources, but also struggles over 
paraprofessional allegiances and commitments.  
Despite all the challenges of decentralization, community-based educators remained an 
essential part of educational processes and planning in the 1970s. Under Chancellor Harvey 
Scribner’s tenure (1970-1973), the city produced and disseminated a recruitment booklet for 
teachers. The booked contained each District’s statistical portrait, with demographic data for 
students and information about faculty, administration, and staffing, including paras. It also 
contained pitches written by each District to recruit teachers to work with them. 
While paraprofessional educators were new to schools all around the nation, and in many 
respects still considered “experimental,” fully one-third of New York’s Community School 
                                                
28 Audit of the District 5 ESEA Programs from 1975-77, released in 1979, Amelia H. Ashe Files, Series 312, Box 
61, Folder 13, ESEA Program Audit 1979, BOE. 
29 Letter from Shanker to Calvin Alston, August 13, 1971, UFT Box 80 Folder 12. 
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Districts cited community-based paraprofessional educators as assets for their school team. 
District 16 in Bedford-Stuyvesant noted, “The district utilizes the community as a source of its 
classroom activities. The historic traditions of the community, its people, and its resources are 
interwoven into the regular classroom program.” Several other Brooklyn districts, including 
District Twenty-Three, into which Ocean Hill-Brownsville was folded after 1972, claimed paras 
as well. District Three, on the Upper West Side and in Southern Harlem, noted 
“paraprofessionals assist many of the teachers in the early grades” while District Four, across 
Central Park, advertised “over five hundred and fifty community workers are employed as 
paraprofessionals in our schools,” working in programs that included bilingual interventions, 
small group instruction, and community education. The Bronx’s District Nine, where 
paraprofessional program pioneer Jerome A. Greene chaired the school board, claimed 
“approximately 600 paraprofessionals” among the reasons for its “reputation of being the most 
progressive and forward looking district in the city.” In District Twelve, just north of District 
Nine, Greene’s own mentor Richard Parrish ran the school-neighborhood para-professional 
program, over a decade after he organized the hiring of “parent aides” in an experimental 
capacity for afterschool programs in Harlem. The District wrote to prospective educators: “We 
offer the supportive services of a large number of well trained paraprofessionals who are, by 
nature, very close to the children and, by inclination, very close to their teachers.” Across New 
York City, the presence of community-based educators in public education – feared and 
challenged by teachers and their union just a few years earlier as they entered public schools – 
was now sold nationwide as a benefit to teachers and teaching.30  
 
                                                
30 “The Decentralized School Districts of the City of New York.” Annie Stein Papers Box 5, Folder 3 
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III. “Involved in Everything”: Community-Based Educators at Work in the 1970s 
 Amid the chaos of decentralization, community-based educators did their best to continue 
doing the work of education, sustaining pedagogical and curricular innovations developed in 
concert with Community Action Programs and local freedom struggles. Job security, provided by 
unionization, allowed some paras to build on these programs and to \create new ones, and also to 
challenge teachers and administrators who tried to redirect para labor to meet their own needs.  
At the same time, the twin transformations of unionization and decentralization brought 
about major changes for paras in schools. Newly elected school boards sought to develop new 
community-based programs, sometimes replacing those in which paras already worked, and 
unscrupulous administrators sought to use para-professional jobs for political patronage.  
Union membership offered paras “access to the teacher’s lounge” and official recognition as 
educators in schools.31 However, many teachers still regarded paras as “assistants” or 
understudies, a belief reinforced by some of the language that appeared in the union’s own 
definitions of paras’ roles, goals, and career prospects. On the other side of the smoldering divide 
between the union and advocates of community control, some community activists observed the 
increasing professionalization of community-based educators and worried that this process 
would undermine paras’ commitments to local struggles. These changes re-shaped 
paraprofessional labor in the 1970s and presented challenges to community educators’ own 
emerging visions of their educational purpose.  
The protests to preserve paraprofessional jobs in the fall of 1970 captured the multi-
faceted roles that these community educators played in schools, as well as their wide appeal to 
                                                
31 Clarence Taylor, Interview with the Author, February 11, 2015. 
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activists and unionists across a range of ideologies and political positions. Writing for the UFT 
and the Emergency Citywide Committee in the Amsterdam News, Bayard Rustin argued,  
“One cannot emphasize too strongly the importance of the paraprofessional program to 
the schools and to the welfare of our school system … [paras] serve as a bridge between 
the community and the school, bringing into schools their own special knowledge of the 
community and the children, and reassuring the children that the school is not a foreign 
environment.”32  
 
This contribution, Rustin noted, “is in addition to the specific educational benefits the 
paraprofessionals provide … taking some of the burden off the shoulders of over-worked 
teachers, helping with supervision, and in Spanish speaking-areas, serving as interpreters 
between teacher and pupil.” Rustin’s editorial appears to have served as the model for news 
anchor John Murray’s own comments on air shortly thereafter (and is quoted in the introduction). 
The American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees District Council 
37, with whom a small subset of paraprofessionals known as “family workers” were unionized, 
also echoed Rustin, writing, “Prior to the innovation of paraprofessional programs, education 
was a proven failure. With the involvement of community residents in school programs came a 
revitalization of the educational process and a more positive outlook of students toward 
schools.”33 Finally, writing from Ocean Hill-Brownsville, three parent activists who had 
vociferously opposed both the UFT’s strikes and the decentralization plan concurred. They 
demanded not only “that all paraprofessionals that worked in the schools of District 23 be 
rehired” but that, on the strength of paraprofessional contributions to the classroom, “all $5.5 
million dollars of our Title I money be used for paraprofessional salaries.”34  
                                                
32 Rustin, “Paraprofessionals and Schools”  
33 Telegram from Victor Gotbaum, Lillian Roberts, and Charles Hughes to Isaiah Robinson, September 28, 1970, 
Isaiah Robinson Papers, Series 378 Box 1, Folder 2, BOE.  
34 Telegram from Bernice Cox (Chairman of the Board of the Brownsville Parents Association), et. al, to Isaiah 
Robinson, September 24, 1970. Isaiah Robinson Papers, Series 378 Box 2, Folder 31 BOE.  
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 Community-based educators had carved out a place for themselves and their work in 
public schools by “making themselves essential” to students, parents, teachers and 
administrators, as discussed in Chapter 2. They did so by practicing activist mothering, building 
coalitions among working women, and espousing a strategy of collective advancement for 
themselves and their communities. Paras continued to practice these strategies successfully in the 
1970s, albeit on rapidly shifting terrain.  
Most paraprofessional educators worked in classrooms with students, assigned to a 
particular teacher. These classroom collaborations promoted individuated instruction, allowing 
teachers and paras to take on on small groups and personal instruction in the classroom. They 
were the focal point of teacher-para interactions, and their success was a major part of winning 
teacher support for paras in their UFT contract struggle. The signing of the contract, in turn, 
reinforced teacher faith in paras in the classroom, encouraging them to see paras as partners and 
to share responsibilities and opportunities for substantive pedagogical work with them.    
An evaluation of paraprofessional educator Winifred Tates gives an idea of the range and 
nature of classroom work. Tates trained at the College for Human Services, which had begun as 
the Women’s Talent Corps, training community-based workers in the human services in 1964. 
She was evaluated by one of their faculty members after several years on the job in 1976. 
According to the report, Tates achieved “great things with children” and “was involved in 
everything with them … school, home visits, trips, etc.” Tates, the reviewer wrote, “now has her 
own reading group…the lowest achievers in the class when they started with her. That group is 
now performing at the same level as the teacher’s group. BOE representatives visiting the school 
constantly mistake her for the classroom teacher.”35 Clarence Taylor, who started his career in 
                                                
35 Winifred Tates, Student Interview, Folder 160, MCNY.  
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education as a paraprofessional in the late 1970s before becoming a special education teacher 
(and today, a renowned historian of education in New York City) recalled a similar experience. 
“My duties were to assist the teacher” Taylor noted, “but in many cases, paraprofessionals were 
running the classroom … teachers obviously relied heavily on paraprofessionals.”36 While their 
official job descriptions continued to describe them as “aides,” the work paras did ranged far 
beyond assistance in the classroom.   
As budget cuts put freezes on teacher hiring, the work of community-based educators 
made learning possible in overcrowded classrooms. However, their work became increasingly 
difficult as principals sought to fill gaps in staffing with para labor. Taylor recalled, “the school 
administration used [paras] as they wished, so if they needed paraprofessionals to go wait for the 
buses or do some clerical work, the administration would do that.”37 Marian Thom, working on 
the Lower East Side, also found herself in frequent conflict with administrators who asked her to 
take on secretarial tasks or work off-the-clock. In doing the latter, administrators frequently 
exploited the community commitments of paras, often in sexist fashion. Thom remembers her 
principal arguing that she walked students home anyway as a favor for mothers she knew in the 
neighborhood, and thus expected her to act as a crossing guard. Thom, who became an organizer 
of paras for the UFT, told her co-workers to fight back, both to protect their own jobs and those 
of other school workers. As she explained, “they're not going to hire another secretary because 
you're doing the work … they always try to get you to do something that you're not supposed to 
do. But you got to hold the line.”38 Membership in the UFT made Thom’s stand possible, and 
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allowed paraprofessionals across the city to assert contractual rights to work as more than catch-
all maids and assistants for principals. 
 Community-based educators also provided both discipline and emotional care for 
students, issues that had sparked many of battles between the UFT and parent activists in the late 
1960s. Teachers had cited disciplinary and emotional problems in “disruptive” children as the 
reason for the educational failings of students and schools, while parents had accused teachers of 
applying racist understandings of “pathology” to their students, and punishing them instead of 
teaching them. Some white teachers deploying alternative pedagogies without structure or 
discipline were also criticized for abdicating their teaching responsibilities.39 While these 
simultaneous critiques of too much discipline and not enough classroom control might appear a 
Catch-22 for teachers, what they point to, above all, was the degree to which both the standards 
of classroom behavior and the disciplinary process were divorced from and inscrutable to 
parents. Paraprofessionals used their connections to parents and community to render discipline 
more specific to local social conditions and more legitimate for students and parents. 
 Both Taylor and Thom remembered their disciplinary labor going both ways. Thom once 
demanded that a scared young teacher tell the principal about the behavior of some rowdy boys 
at her junior high school, an anecdote relayed in Chapter 2. 40 Taylor remembers, similarly, that 
paras in his Brooklyn school would “turn to the teachers and say look, you have to do something 
about this,” when teachers tried to ignore serious disciplinary problems.41 At the same time, and 
                                                
39 Most famously, a junior high math teacher who let students disassemble his classroom and taught nothing under 
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See Jonna Perrillo, Uncivil Rights.  
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particularly in special education settings, Taylor and his fellow paras resisted the efforts of 
teachers to suspend or otherwise banish students from their classrooms, often saying “Look, 
maybe I can take the student out of the room, I can handle the student in another way.” 
Particularly in junior high schools and high schools, such interventions made the difference 
between minor and major punishments, which held significant sway over student futures.  
At an institutional level, the Teacher Action Caucus (TAC), a leftist UFT caucus in which 
Taylor was active, pushed this vision of community-based discipline in response to rising calls 
for police and security forces in schools on the union’s right wing. One of the TAC’s first 
newsletters in 1970 offered a “position on violence” which demanded the “elimination of all 
police from the schools and the replacement of police by parent aides” 42 While this alternative 
vision did not come to pass at a citywide level, paras continued to work on the ground in schools 
throughout the decade to make school discipline more humane and student-focused.  
 Community-based educators continued to bring local culture, norms, and languages into 
official settings in a variety of ways in the 1970s. Their efforts encompassed formal processes 
like the creation of mentoring programs, culturally relevant curricula, and language translation 
and training. They also included informal processes of student support and affirmation. Seeing 
their parents and community represented in formal educational settings seemed to benefit 
students, a major finding of the 1970 Institute for Educational Development study of 
paraprofessionals in New York City.43 Paraprofessional Maggie Martin remembered, “the 
children feel great when they see their mothers or the fathers walking through the halls … it 
gives them a different kind of sense, mommy is here, daddy is here.” Martin reflected, “That’s 
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one the greatest things that the union and the Board of Education have ever done for public 
education. I’m not for all black and I’m not for all white, but at that particular time, it worked, 
where they could see more of their community in their school.”44 
 Community-based educators continued to develop curricula for teaching the history of 
non-white New Yorkers to students and teachers alike. Promoting paraprofessionals in the early 
1970s, the UFT used photos of Brooklyn para Doris Hunter teaching Dr. Martin Luther King’s 
life from a lesson plan she developed in Bedford-Stuyvesant.45 Taylor recalled that he, too, led 
Black History month celebrations in Brooklyn, as teachers deferred to him as an African-
American man. In Chinatown, Marian Thom became a leader of the UFT’s Asian-American 
committee, in which capacity she led teachers on lunchtime and weekend trips through the 
neighborhood, meeting parents, shopping at Chinese-run stores, and eating Chinese food (the 
first time many teachers had done so). Teachers, most of whom lived far out into the boroughs or 
the growing suburbs of the city, feared the Lower East Side in the 1970s, as Thom remembers: 
“I worked with this teacher, she was Asian, and she lived in the neighborhood also. And 
then there was this teacher, she was a tiny person, you know, she came from the 90s on 
the West Side, and so you open school night, and she's making remarks, you know, about 
how bad it is. [We] said "Excuse me, I live here, you know I'm still alive!” 
 
The programs Thom developed were designed to combat these stereotypes, which bled into 
teachers’ understandings and expectations of the students they taught from these areas. As 
discussed in Chapter 2, this kind of boundary-crossing helped teachers reimagine the 
“pathologized” places where they worked as dynamic educational spaces.  
 Decentralization presented many problems for paraprofessionals, but in certain cases it 
allowed for creative, locally focused programming to develop. In Northern Crown Heights and 
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Bedford-Stuyvesant, Community School District Sixteen hired four local artists as paras to work 
with several other Caribbean paraprofessionals in the District to teach steel drums. Their grant 
application explained that the program was designed “for children to develop new musical skills 
and an appreciation of West Indian folk music.”46 The program reached 3,000 students as the 
Caribbean population of Crown Heights boomed in the 1970s, and its performing ensemble 
toured the city and serenaded Office of Education program leaders in Washington, D.C.  
 While the overall trend in the 1970s was toward the de-funding and shuttering of federal 
programs, some new institutional frameworks did provide opportunities for paras to continue 
their work. One example was an after-school tutoring program called “Youth Tutoring Youth,” 
developed by the Career Opportunities Program (COP), a national paraprofessional-training 
program managed by New York City’s Frank Riessman and run in cooperation with Model 
Cities programs.47 Launched in 1970, Youth Tutoring Youth trained middle and high school 
students as reading tutors for younger children, seeking the “double thrust of enriching the young 
‘teacher’ as well as the student who has tuned out the message of the structured classroom but 
may be more receptive to the efforts of a classmate, a neighbor, or a kid who could 'make it' and 
still communicate with the youngster who needs help.”48 Paraprofessionals and teachers shared 
in the management of this program, which espoused the goal of involving “parents, indigenous 
teachers and paraprofessional personnel who have a stake in the community and an emotional 
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investment in the progress of their children, hence improving communication and interaction 
between the schools and the members of Harlem – East Harlem Model Cities community.”49  
Community-based educators in Youth Tutoring Youth were “adult stable community 
figures” who were “helpful in trying to meet some of the emotional and social needs of the 
pupils and the tutors, and in maintaining open lines of communication between the school 
program and the community,” according to one program document.50 Reviewing the program in 
1972, the on-site director, Edward Grant, noted the critical role of paras. Not only did they help 
select and pair tutors and students, but the fact that paras were “able to empathize” with these 
students meant that they were able “to make the tutor aware of the things in his experience which 
can be used to teach others.”51 The multiple sites in which this program was developed, as well 
as the multiple levels of educational interaction that it encouraged, were indicative of the ways in 
which paraprofessional labor underlay community-based educational models in New York City.  
 Building on their work in schools, paraprofessionals continued to build, strengthen, and 
transform connections between schools and communities in the 1970s. Facilitating community 
connections meant working both on and off the clock, moving between official roles as educators 
and continued participation and leadership in local freedom struggles. Some of this work was 
enhanced by unionization, both through the creation of the citywide paraprofessional chapter and 
the incorporation of paras into school-level chapters. Much of it built on the partnerships that 
federal funding and city policy had mandated between branches of the Office of Economic 
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Opportunity’s Community Action Program in New York City and schools, even as President 
Richard Nixon moved to close the OEO (it would be disbanded in 1973).  
The building of community-wide interventions often took place at Community Education 
Centers, or CECs, where paraprofessionals worked with students on a staggering array of issues, 
including public health. In East Harlem, District Four’s CEC continued its efforts (discussed in 
Chapter 2), including a bilingual student newspaper, prevention and treatment for drug users, and 
distribution of materials promoting sickle-cell anemia awareness. In the 1970s, their nascent 
community-run program of resources and exhibitions on Hispanic New York evolved into El 
Museo del Barrio under the leadership of artist and educator Rafael Montañez Ortiz.52 In District 
Five, Women’s Talent Corps trainee Mercedes Figueroa “organized an anti-narcotics campaign 
with her neighbors” while working as a school nurse’s aide at the former IS 201 Community 
Education Center before it’s closure in 1972.53   
Clara Blackman, a coordinator for the Women’s Talent Corps and later the Assistant 
Director of Guidance for the New York City, echoed the comments of Bayard Rustin, John 
Murray, and others when she argued, in an interview in the late 1980s, that paras “could see the 
problems that were encountered with certain children in the school that they could off-set to 
some extent in the community … They would be in a position to transmit to parents in the 
community some of the problems that they perceived in the school.”54 Blackman recalled an 
episode in her role as Assistant Director “where paras were absolutely indispensible.” The City 
University of New York (CUNY) adopted an open admission policy in 1970, welcoming any 
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high school graduate in the five boroughs to attend, but they made the announcement after K-12 
schools had let their students go for the summer. Guidance counselors were already on vacation 
far from the inner-city schools where they worked, but Blackman’s team “got in touch with the 
supervisors of guidance in each district to corral the paraprofessionals they had on staff in the 
district, to visit the homes of the high school graduates, to apprise them and their parents of what 
was in the offing for them if they so choose.” The enormous uptick in college-going in New 
York City in the 1970s, which expanded college possibilities for Black and Hispanic students in 
particular, is well known. The role of paras, however, who took the time to promote this 
opportunity while fighting for their own contract, is rarely remembered.55 
IV. Learning and Earning: Collective Advancement Through the Career Ladder Program 
 By 1971, these paras were going back to school themselves, as New York City had 
created the most comprehensive and innovative training and “career ladder” program for 
paraprofessionals in the nation, the Paraprofessional-Teacher Education Program (PTEP) at the 
City University of New York (CUNY). The Board of Education and CUNY jointly created PTEP 
in the fall of 1970 after the UFT won a provision for paid training in the paraprofessional 
contract in August. The program built on studies and examples developed in New York City by 
scholars, antipoverty programs, and activists in the late 1960s, but unlike these pilot and 
demonstration projects, it was available to every paraprofessional in the city and fully integrated 
into union-negotiated systems of advancements within the schools bureaucracy. Thousands of 
women registered for classes when the program began in January of 1971, and until 1976, when 
the city’s fiscal crises resulted in its closure, thousands of paras each year earned credits and 
degrees from PTEP. By the late 1970s, the UFT counted over 1,500 public school teachers who 
                                                
55 Biondi, The Black Revolution on Campus. 
 233 
had started their careers as paras. Tens of thousands of other paras were earning higher salaries 
on account of the training and degrees they had accumulated, whether in their original positions 
in schools or in the wider labor market. They used these newfound educational resources not just 
to improve their own lives, but to advocate and organize for the collective advancement of their 
families, their schools, and their wider neighborhoods as the urban crisis deepened.  
Critics (both contemporary and historical) of the UFT and Board of Education noted that 
PTEP was a long, steep ladder to teacherdom, one that many paras could not realistically climb. 
PTEP never produced nearly the numbers of teachers either the union or the Board promised, and 
at worst, the existence of the Program sometimes served as justification for low para salaries and 
inattention to the value of para labor as such.56 Contemporary critics also argued that the very 
process of credentialing reaffirmed the power of the union and Board, rather than transcending or 
decentralizing it, and also pulled paraprofessionals away from community commitments and 
culture. Like paraprofessional labor, paraprofessional training was contested terrain in these 
years, and it helps to think of PTEP not just as a vehicle to advance the paraprofessional 
movement, but also as an arena in which ideals and goals for this movement were played out. 
Nonetheless, amid rising unemployment in New York City’s urban core, the Paraprofessional-
Teacher Education Program provided vast material gains and expansions in employment 
opportunities to thousands of working-class women of color in the 1970s. It also served to 
further integrate and legitimate paraprofessional labor with both schools and the UFT – albeit on 
terms dictated in part by those institutions – and, according to the many women who went 
through this program, to empower them as educators and organizers in their families, 
neighborhoods, and the wider political arena of New York City.  
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 Arthur Pearl and Frank Riessman popularized the idea of a “career ladder” in New 
Careers for the Poor, in which they laid out a general model for human services training that 
began with the hiring of “indigenous nonprofessionals” to conduct relatively simple and rote 
task. These “new careerists,” as Riessman was calling them by the 1970s, would then train as 
they worked, acquiring formal credentials and new workplace responsibilities over several 
“rungs” en route to becoming fully licensed teachers, social workers, or nurses.57 Riessman’s 
belief in on-the-job training was informed by his work with antipoverty agencies. 
 Many paraprofessionals sought work in schools because they hoped to become teachers, 
spurred on by promises from the Board of Education that such training would be offered. The 
Board created a small Auxiliary Careers Education Unit in 1968, and some antipoverty groups – 
most notably the Morrisania Education Council under the leadership of Jerome A. Greene – won 
federal grants to provide training, but for most paraprofessionals, access to teacher training was 
an empty promise. In Gladys Roth’s 1968 study of paraprofessionals for the UFT, hundreds of 
paraprofessionals expressed their desire for more and better training, both to improve their 
effectiveness in the workplace and to allow them to advance as educators toward becoming 
teachers. The UFT won the allegiance of paraprofessionals in the 1969 election over AFSCME 
DC 37 in large part because they promised that their status as an educators’ union would help 
them provide the access to teacher training paras sought.  
 When the Board of Education and the UFT sat down to hammer out the paraprofessional 
contract in July and August of 1970, the paras present made it clear that they wanted a guarantee 
of teacher training opportunities for all paraprofessionals. Velma Murphy Hill, who chaired the 
para bargaining committee, recalled that the Board’s representatives were incredulous, saying, 
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“You know, they don't want to go to school. These are women with families.” The Board also 
feared the cost of developing a training program at such a scale, which had never been done 
before.58  The UFT’s representatives were concerned, as well, with the potential cost of such a 
program. As teacher and union activist Leora Farber recalled, “there was a kind of concern that 
the union would use too much of its resources in their para program, and that would take away 
from the resources being used to further the benefits of teachers.”59 Nonetheless, 
paraprofessionals and their union persisted in the demand for a comprehensive career-training 
program, and when the contract was signed, it included such a provision, enforced by language 
that promised millions to the UFT to train paras themselves if the Board did not start the program 
by February 1971. 
 Thus, in the fall of 1970, the Board of Education began to create what became PTEP, 
racing against a clock that pushed them into action. Central Board Member Seymour P. Lachman 
rallied a team of four Board of Education administrators, three CUNY administrators, and five 
union representatives from both the UFT and DC 37 (whose paras had signed an identical 
contract to the UFT’s weeks later). The team debated questions of curriculum, program structure, 
and funding in the final months of 1970.60  
 Three contextual factors influenced the path this committee chose for PTEP: successful 
training programs that served as models; cautionary tales of programs, some with promise, that 
were discontinued or failed; and most broadly, the scores of Black and Hispanic uprisings on 
college campuses in the late 1960s and early 1970s. While PTEP was to become the largest 
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“career ladder” program in New York City’s history, it was far from the first; as discussed in 
previous chapters, scholars and activists had created “model” and “demonstration” programs 
with federal grants around New York, including those run by HARYOU and Mobilization for 
Youth. At New York City’s Bank Street College, Garda Bowman and Gordon Klopf’s had 
gathered many of the best practices for paraprofessional employment and training from around 
the country, including the work of Frank Riessman, in their influential 1968 report New Careers 
and Roles in the American School. Bowman and Klopft made a strong case for the added value 
of paraprofessional training opportunities in improving these programs.61 Indeed, even as the 
Board of Education argued that a comprehensive training program was costly and unnecessary at 
the bargaining table in the summer of 1970, it approved a trio of training programs designed “to 
promote the entrance into the teaching profession of low-income persons, particularly from 
minority groups, and to develop and implement a program which will allow for differentiated 
levels of staff utilization.”62 These included an NYU-sponsored program in Chinatown, Fordham 
University’s “Trainers of Teacher Trainers” (TTT) program, and Riessman’s federally-sponsored 
“Career Opportunities Program.”63 All of these models were discussed and dissected as the 
Board moved forward. 
 The importance of building a sustainable program also influenced the Board’s ultimate 
decision to integrate paraprofessional education with the existing structure of CUNY as much as 
possible. Programs funded solely by federal grants, or run outside of existing institutional 
programming, ran the risk of being cut as funds ran out or priorities at institutions changed. One 
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example, discussed extensively in Chapter 2, was the old District Five’s Parent-Teacher Teams 
program. Despite tremendous support for the program, it was discontinued by 1970, after 
Columbia’s administration refused to accept paraprofessional trainees as General Studies 
students. Ford Foundation support for the program dried up soon afterward, and it disappeared as 
districts were rearranged. Hope Leichter, who directed Columbia-TC’s training program, in 
which many women did earn high school diplomas, described the abrupt rejection as 
“traumatic.” As Leichter explained, “the unions played into the creation of not just an idea of 
jobs, but jobs that were central to the institutional structure at the time,” guaranteeing access to 
training in a way her program could not.64 The Fordham TTT program, which was repeatedly 
cited as a successful example by the team that built PTEP, met a similar end in 1971, despite the 
pleas of the paraprofessional enrolled in it. Though one wrote, “We are putting forth every 
human effort to reach the standards that our society requires by the attainment of our 
Baccalaureate Degree …We have made the utmost sacrifices in order to devote time and mind to 
this program and had expected to see the program through to its completion,” the Board’s reply 
simply noted that the state program that funded the project had been cut by 90% and added, 
resignedly, although we believe your proposed program … evidences great potential for 
providing teacher with worthwhile educational experiences, we are unable to offer any financial 
support.”65The fragility and impermanence of these programs served as a reminder of the power 
of collective bargaining to guarantee what goodwill, hard work, and outside funding did not.  
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In addition to their consideration of these immediate models and pitfalls, and the 
demands of the unionized paraprofessionals, the team that built PTEP was also influenced by the 
revolutions on college campuses in the 1960s and 1970s. While chaotic scenes at prestigious 
universities are the most popularly remembered – Columbia, Cornell, Harvard – recent 
scholarship has served a reminder that Black and Hispanic students led student uprisings across 
the nation, in public urban universities as well as elite enclaves. These scholars have shown that 
student organizing was intimately connected to the wider movements from which they sprang. In 
addition to well-known demands for Black and Hispanic Studies Programs, the recruitment of 
more faculty and students of color, and the recognition of institutional racism, these campus 
movements pushed for universities to engage in service to the communities they served, and to 
create opportunities for people in the communities that surrounded them, including through new 
adult education program.66 The protests at CCNY and Brooklyn college in 1969 and 1970 
highlighted the demands of young New Yorkers that CUNY not only open enrollment to all 
eligible high school students, but all those who needed access to college educations to survive in 
the increasingly post-industrial economy of the city.  
Joseph Monserrat, the Board of Education’s Puerto Rican chairman, connected these 
movements to the task of creating PTEP in a December memo to the team. While noting the 
haste with which the program had to be built, Monserrat urged big ideas on the committee, 
warning against falling into the “familiar trap of rushing to apply band-aids where major surgery 
is needed.” The “issue of career training for paraprofessionals” he argued, “draws attention to the 
entire question of teacher ‘professional’ training within the New York City school system.” 
While criticism of New York City’s schools by Black and Hispanic activists was familiar to 
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those at the Board, he noted, “there have been equally strident voices calling for reform and 
renewal of university programs which provide the teachers for these schools.”  Monserrat argued 
that the Board should listen to them, and see their task as crucial to the survival of schools. 
“Major changes constantly taking place in our society and our city, including changing 
values, new legal requirements, changing technological needs as well as demographic 
and ethnic population shifts create a constant need for evaluating ongoing programs and 
for the development of new ones … educational realities of our public education system 
in the United States have always required this type of continuing education programs 
[sic] for our educators, but never has this need been greater than it is now. Never have the 
stakes been as high: the continued existence of public education.”67  
 
According to Monserrat, the building of this new career ladder program was an essential step, 
not just for paras, but in the remaking of teaching and learning for the modern city. After endless 
scrambling, and with approximately $1.5 million in funding cobbled together out of the Board of 
Ed’s budget, the UFT’s Welfare Fund, and CUNY’s budget, paraprofessionals were invited to 
sign up for their first semester of college training in the spring of 1971.  
Velma Murphy Hill still gets overwhelmed when she remembers the way community 
educators responded to these new opportunities, especially in light of the Board’s dismissal of 
their academic interest and aptitude at the bargaining table. Thousands of paras packed UFT 
offices in all five boroughs, jammed phone lines, and lined up around the block to sign up on the 
very first day they could. Hill spent the day driving across New York City to help overworked 
administrators with tears in her eyes.68 “It was so beautiful to see them, you know, registering for 
school,” she recalled years later.69  
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Figure 9: The UFT’s Manhattan borough office packed with paras registering for PTEP, 1971 
Source: United Federation of Teachers, Hans Weissenstein Negatives Collection  
 
Despite concerns that working mothers would not sign up for college classes, 
approximately 6,000 paraprofessionals took classes at CUNY each semester from 1972 to 1976, 
out of the 10,000 who were eligible after the Board of Education agreed to expand the bargaining 
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unit to cover paraprofessionals in grades 3-12 in 1972.70 By 1974, approximately 400 paras were 
earning high school diplomas each summer, over 3,000 had earned some form of advanced 
degree, and 400 were working as teachers in New York City.71 By 1978, over 1,500 former 
paraprofessionals had become teachers, and one had become a New York State Assemblyman.72 
 The Paraprofessional-Teacher Education Program was open to any paraprofessional 
educator with a high school education (those who had begun working without one could earn a 
GED through union-led classes, held across the five boroughs). During the school year, paras 
received paid release time for two and a half hours each week to attend college or work on their 
own assignments, and otherwise went to class went after school from 3:30 to 7:30pm. During the 
summers, paraprofessionals received a small stipend to attend classes, some of which were 
specially organized by the union to provide more options for paras to advance in the summer. 
These stipends were particularly valuable as paraprofessionals worked on 10-month contracts 
until 1983 and typically registered for unemployment in the summers, even after unionization. 
Tuition was free, as it was at all CUNY colleges, and paras could attend classes at nearly every 
school in the system, including the many newly-built community colleges that absorbed 
thousands of new students into the CUNY system after “open enrollment” began in the 1970s. 
While working all the way up to a master’s degree in teaching took roughly six years, paras 
earned associates’ and bachelors’ degrees along the way, and in between these formal degrees, 
they earned salary bumps and increased responsibility in schools when they met union-
negotiated benchmarks for credits.  
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Figure 10: UFT paraprofessionals taking a high-school equivalency exam in Manhattan, 1970 
Source: United Federation of Teachers, Hans Weissenstein Negatives Collection  
 
Paraprofessional reviews of the program were overwhelmingly positive, and many still 
recall it as the most unimpeachable and unqualified victory of their unionization drive. Those 
paras who went through the program saw the opportunity as bigger than themselves and their 
own desire for personal advancement; to them, it was a program of community uplift. Oneida 
Davis, a para who became a teacher (not through PTEP, though she knew many women who 
followed this path, and inspired her own) described the process in an interview in 2014: 
“Becoming part of the UFT, we received time to go and pursue our credits … that's how 
most people continued with their higher education. And eventually became teachers, 
eventually became principals, assistant principals, and eventually became superintendents 
wherever they were. So it was a good thing that came to the community.”73 
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Shelvy Young-Abrams, recalled the program similarly, noting that even community control 
advocates who had opposed unionization were impressed by the opportunities PTEP offered: 
“One of the things that struck everybody was the fact that we were given the opportunity 
to go to school. We were given an opportunity to make our life better. We were given an 
opportunity to help. Matter of fact, because we had paras who not only worked during the 
day, but they also worked in a lot of community agencies after work, so they had enough 
time, had enough knowledge and enough respect to do that. … you'd be surprised how 
many of us became teachers.”74 
 
Reports on PTEP, as well those on related programs, frequently noted that despite balancing 
work, family, and school, paras maintained higher-than-average completion rates in their courses 
and programs of study.75 These reports also cited the impact of educational opportunities on 
paras’ families. The College for Human Services argued that sending mothers back to school 
legitimated education for their own children and those they taught, claiming “children were 
proud of their mothers, more willing to help with the housework, stopped being truant, and took 
a new interest in school work.” They quoted one para who reported, “My husband enrolled in 
college when I did.”76 Velma Hill recalled “going into homes and seeing little kids sort of with 
brooms, not really sweeping up but trying, and saying, ‘You know, my mommy's going to be a 
teacher, and I have to help.’”77  The union reinforced paraprofessionals’ scholastic 
accomplishments both through their annual “Salute to Paraprofessionals” and the holding of 
regular graduation ceremonies and schools and community centers across the city.  
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 The Paraprofessional Teacher Education Program – sought by paraprofessional 
organizers and guaranteed through unionization – provided unique educational opportunities to 
working-class women of color in New York City’s poorest neighborhoods. Unlike most 
employment training programs created through the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) in 
the 1960s and the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA) in the 1970s, PTEP 
was built into the contractual and institutional structure of paras’ existing employment; as they 
learned more, they earned more, immediately. The program was not a “demonstration” or “pilot” 
program, but open to all paraprofessionals. Paraprofessionals – even those that did not become 
teachers – often remember huge percentages of their fellows moving through PTEP and related 
programs, and some suggest as many as “80 or 90%” became teachers.78 As Velma Murphy Hill 
wrote in the American Teacher in 1971, the career leader, more than any other part of the UFT’s 
contract, defined paraprofessional work as “a profession with promise.” The contract as whole, 
Hill continued, was “more than a story of growth or of some improvement in New York City's 
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Figure 11: Graduation ceremony for paras becoming teachers, Harlem, 1974 
Source: United Federation of Teachers, Hans Weissenstein Negatives Collection  
 
Nonetheless, offering a complete evaluation of the program requires considering multiple 
scales and levels of its impact. In truth, only a small percentage – less than 10% – of paras 
became teachers; the process took six years, leading one para to worry aloud that she didn’t 
“want to go to my teaching assignment in a wheelchair.”80 Only about 2,000 paras had earned 
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teaching degrees by the time the program was shuttered completely in the early 1980s. This has 
led some historians to assert that the UFT courted paras with empty promises, and certainly, the 
number of teachers produced by PTEP was not sufficient to support the UFT and Board of 
Education’s grandiose assertions that the program would equalize access to teacher training and 
fully integrate the teaching corps.81  At the same time, thousands of paras earned degrees, 
providing higher wages from BOE schedules and expanded opportunities in the wider job 
market. As Nancy Naples’ studies of activist mothering have shown, many of these community-
based educators moved laterally between governmental and non-profit agencies in the 1970s and 
1980s, taking on related roles as their family situations and workplace opportunities changed. In 
such a fluid employment environment, holding degrees and college credits greatly expanded 
opportunities for career changes.82 Paras were also able to take their degrees into the private 
market. In the year PTEP began, fewer than 10% of women in Harlem, the South Bronx, and 
Central Brooklyn held college degrees, and in the increasingly post-industrial economy of the 
city, credentials were ever more valuable for employment opportunities.83  
As PTEP developed, three notable challenges to the program appeared. First were 
gendered expectations and the challenge of the “double day,” which many paras found 
overwhelming. Second were questions of training, professionalism, and power, which became 
part of the ongoing struggle between the Board, union, and community groups as to who could 
lay claim to para allegiances. Last but not least were questions about how paras, teachers, and 
their unions conceptualized their work in light of their training, and whether their labor as paras 
was primarily for the purpose of teacher training, or of unique value on its own. 
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Velma Murphy Hill, who received thousands of letters as the first president of the UFT's 
paraprofessional chapter asking for help enrolling at college, also noted that mothers and wives 
attending school was not always easy on families. A common request she received was “please 
talk to my husband, he doesn't want me to go to school.”84 Mercedes Figueroa at IS 201 in East 
Harlem told her supervisors that her paraprofessional work “raised real problems at home, for 
her husband was not prepared for his wife to take this sort of career woman, activist role.”85 
Amid rapid deindustrialization and skyrocketing male unemployment in New York City, 
opportunities for female advancement could threaten as well as encourage the men in the family. 
Marian Thom noted that she never completed her teacher training because her husband worked, 
nights, and she worried “if I was busy going to college, that I would lose the kids, they would 
lose something in the process.”86 Though the design of paraprofessional programs had directly 
confronted, and to some degree alleviated, the problem of the double day and balancing family 
life with wage labor for working class women, such issues were never fully resolved, and PTEP 
necessarily took a great deal of time and energy to complete. Those paras who were able to 
become teachers, including Oneida Davis and Maggie Martin, cited family support in caring for 
children, making dinner, and doing housework to free up time for their educations.  
 Making PTEP work required personal and family-level negotiations and the 
rearrangement of household labor, but it also provoked neighborhood and citywide debates 
between paras, activists, and the UFT about nature and scale of credentialing, and the impact this 
new form of “incorporation” into the system would have on community-based educators. While 
community activists including Preston Wilcox (as chair of the Women’s Talent Corps), the 
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Morrisania Education Council, and the United Bronx Parents had worked hard to promote 
training opportunities for paras, they had done so in hopes of transforming systems of 
credentialing, not merely tracking new people into existing hierarchies and systems.87 Joseph 
Monserrat of the Board of Education seemed to understand this, as did Audrey Cohen of the 
College for Human Services (formerly the Women’s Talent Corps), who told an interviewer in 
1975 that at CHS, “we’re really trying to redefine professional education.”88  
 At the UFT, on the other hand, Albert Shanker promoted paraprofessional education as 
the integrationist, assimilatory path into the middle-class for paraprofessionals, in deliberate 
contrast to the community-control visions espoused by his 1968 adversaries. This was reinforced 
by the idea that parents in high-poverty communities were not, without significant training and 
education, fit to make educational decisions. In a debate with Holcolm McKelvy of AFSCME 
over the hiring of pre-kindergarten teachers in 1974, Shanker hammered this point. When 
McKelvy expressed concerns that training and unionization would take positions that had 
previously been staffed by community members and centralize and professionalize them, 
Shanker replied: 
“The only way to keep the adults in the program in the community is to pay them a low 
wage. This is true. As soon as someone … makes a lot of money, they do the same thing 
as anybody else who has a lot of money – they like to get a better apartment or buy a 
nicer home elsewhere … that’s exactly what we should be doing for everybody who lives 
in a slum or ghetto. Now, we had exactly the same problem when we organized 
paraprofessionals … the big argument by the so-called ‘liberals’ on the Board of 
Education was that now paraprofessionals would be making so much money that they 
would move out of the community, and they wouldn’t relate to the children anymore, 
which is a great argument for permanent starvation.” 89 
 
                                                
87 Collins, Ethnically Qualified offers a detailed assessment of these systems and these efforts.  
88 Audrey Cohen Interview, Folder 93, MCNY. 
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Shanker’s liberal assimilationism left little room for community-based empowerment once 
paraprofessionals were unionized, and he, in fact, expected them to leave their neighborhoods. 
 Such views led some community activists to worry, as Sonia Lee writes, that “as 
paraprofessionals began to take more time away from teaching in order to advance their own 
careers, parents felt that they became more detached from their students.”90 Lee cites Sister 
Gwen Cottman’s concern, espoused in a 1974 article, that “If a Paraprofessional is released 
[from teaching] four afternoons a week, how does that Paraprofessional get to serve that child 
that it's released from?”91 Preston Wilcox had led the construction of an alternative system of 
training and credentialing at the Women’s Talent Corps, which became the College for Human 
Services, or CHS, by 1970. Wilcox became increasingly concerned that professional training 
would strip the very essence of “community education” from paraprofessional jobs. As he wrote 
in a memo to a CHS faculty member as Board chair: 
“I am prepared to state that the CHS is a white racist institution and that is major mission 
should be to confront itself first as a means to deal with that reality. This cannot be 
reached by enabling Blacks and Puerto Ricans to become ‘equal to whites.” Rather it can 
only be achieved by enabling Blacks and Puerto Ricans to acquire the skills, desire, and 
knowledge to refuse to participate in their own oppression.”92 
 
Wilcox suggested steps for a new educational model for the CHS’s paraprofessional trainees, 
including “They must be educated as members of their communities of origin.” 
 Wilcox offered a more systematic expression of his position in a 1973 contribution to a 
national “Black Colloquy” on the Child Development Associate Consortium, in which he argued 
that training programs had been designed “to develop a lot of competencies designed to transmit 
counter insurgency, self-rejection, and a desire to colonize others” and “to turn authentic, natural 
                                                
90 Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement. 227-228 
91 Ibid.  
92 Preston Wilcox: December 22, 1970, Letter from PW to Kalu Kalu, Faculty Representative. Folder 171, MCNY. 
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Black mothers into ‘professional technicians,’ unrelated to the Black community, comfortably 
subservient to the white community – and ill equipped to reappropriate those natural 
skills/desires that their mothers had passed on to them.”93 Wilcox closed by stating his 
unqualified opposition to “the increasing requirement that Black women be trained/educated by 
Europeans to raise their children – or other children from their own communities.” While 
Wilcox’s views represented one extreme, with Shanker’s liberal assimilationism at the other, the 
distance between them highlights the degree to which the purpose of continued paraprofessional 
education remained undefined and generated conflict between paraprofessionals’ allies. 
 These debates reflected a larger conversation about the future of teacher recruitment in 
the 1970s, a conversation that was particularly heated in New York City on account of the city’s 
historically high levels of teacher segregation.94 After the 1968 strikes, many older teachers 
began to leave the city’s schools, and the ensuing shortages, at least until budget shortfalls 
slowed hiring to a trickle, meant the Board of Education adopted creative and alternative teacher 
recruitment strategies in the early 1970s. Teacher unionist Lee Farber found herself observing 
these programs from a unique vantage as a teacher-trainer at LaGuardia Community College, 
where she worked two radically different groups of recruits. One was paraprofessional educators, 
to whom she taught courses in English education. The other was young, male graduates of Ivy 
League Universities who were granted a draft deferral for teaching for two years in a high-
poverty district of New York City (her charges worked in the South Bronx). While Farber noted 
that the Ivy Leaguers were far more academically prepared than the paras she taught, they found 
work in the South Bronx “unsatisfactory” and most left after their two years were up (much, as 
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she noted, like today’s Teach for America graduates). Paras, by contrast, needed more academic 
support to get started, but were far more enthusiastic about teaching long term, and expressed a 
desire to stay working in the communities where they lived.95  
 One final unintended consequence of the career ladder program, noted by Clarence 
Taylor, was the way that its existence reinforced a notion of paraprofessionals as teachers-in-
training, and not educators in and of themselves. While this definition of paraprofessionalism 
had proven crucial to uniting paras and teachers in the 1969 campaign, it perversely justified the 
continued payment of low wages to paras. Taylor later recalled that, when he started as a para in 
the late 1970s, “many of the paraprofessionals, in reality, didn’t take those classes” and that 
while the program was valuable, it also contributed to a larger “system of exploitation.”96 Taylor 
recalled a confrontation with Shanker in which the union president dismissed concerns about low 
pay for paras and early-career teachers, noting that it was important to focus on increasing top 
salaries because that was where most career educators would end up. Shanker’s comment was 
not only blind to the realities that few paras actually became teachers, but also demonstrated that, 
in a cruel twist, the very career ladder that paraprofessionals had fought so hard for could 
devalue their ongoing contributions to classrooms as paraprofessionals.  
V. A Union of Paraprofessionals: Community Educators in UFT Chapters and Caucuses 
 Taylor’s critique of PTEP was part of a broader debate about the place of paras in the 
United Federation of Teachers, and in its local chapters and political caucuses that emerged after 
unionization. Much like PTEP, unionization created significant material opportunities for 
paraprofessional educators, but also revealed the limits of the paraprofessionals’ supporting 
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coalition, and the challenges to transforming the work of education the way activists envisioned. 
Nonetheless, paraprofessional educators were instrumental in reshaping in official UFT 
programs, local chapters, and left caucuses in the 1970s, and their work was part of a larger, 
national shift in the demography, policy focus, and leadership of public sector unions.97 Union 
membership offered training and resources to paraprofessionals organizing in their own 
communities, and also created new spaces for debate about the meaning and future of their work.  
 Within the United Federation of Teachers, the Paraprofessional Committee, which had 
led the 1970 bargaining battle, became the official vehicle for the continued advancement of 
paraprofessionals. The primary role of this Committee, which was charted as a formal Chapter of 
the union in 1973, was coordinating collective bargaining, which included canvassing 
paraprofessionals at regular monthly meetings and in their schools. While shrinking city budgets 
made paraprofessional bargaining a constant challenge in the 1970s, the committee succeeded in 
expanding the bargaining unit and winning additional bread-and-butter gains for paras 
throughout the decade. The Committee’s organizing pushed the Board of Education to add all 
paraprofessionals in grades K-12 to the bargaining unit in 1972, at which point 10,000 
paraprofessionals in New York City became organized, comprising roughly one sixth of the 
UFT. The contracts paras won included raises above cost of living and the inclusion of 
paraprofessionals in the UFT’s pension fund in 1972. 
 The UFT’s paraprofessional committee also did the day-to-day work of addressing 
paraprofessional grievances and fighting to preserve paraprofessional jobs. As discussed 
previously, this sometimes brought the union into conflict with Community School Boards 
seeking to reshape local programming, but it could also entail fights at the school level. 
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Paraprofessional and organizer Marian Thom attended budgeting meetings at her own school on 
the Lower East Side in the 1970s because “they always try to get rid of the paras, you know, 
they'll spend it on other stuff, they'll hire more teachers and less paras.”98 Thom’s principal came 
to expect her presence, and to present clear budgets as a result.  
In addition to leading continued collective bargaining efforts and coordinating the day-to-
day fights to address paraprofessional grievances, the committee held regular meetings for 
paraprofessional building/chapter representatives and hosted leadership trainings for paras. 
Under Velma Murphy Hill’s leadership, paras traveled to weekend conferences in Westchester 
and Long Island, where they heard from leaders including Bayard Rustin and A. Philip Randolph 
on such topics as “civil rights,” “collective bargaining,” and “the history of the labor 
movement.”99 UFT paras took their success story on the road, sending representatives to 
conferences like the one hosted by Frank Riessman in December of 1970, which brought unions 
and low-income workers from across the country together to discuss organizing strategies for 
paraprofessionals in many professions.100  
The formation of the Paraprofessional Chapter within the UFT in 1973 broadened these 
efforts. Their constitution bears the unmistakable stamp of its parent organization, but reveals, as 
well, particular goals unique to the group. Among the chapter’s stated objectives were “To 
cooperate to the fullest extent with the labor movement and to work for a progressive labor 
philosophy to awaken in all paraprofessionals a labor consciousness and a sense of solidarity 
with labor,” “To promote education as a social agency for developing the capacities of the 
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young; for enlightening adults, and for working toward a society motivated by the ideal of 
service and democratic participation” and “To make paraprofessionals aware of their political 
responsibilities.”101 The chapter published a regular newsletter, Para Scope, and hosted an 
annual “Salute to the Paraprofessionals,” at which graduates in the career ladder program were 
honored. They also organized voter registration drives and disseminated information about union 
and local school board elections in their communities.102 Hill also trained paraprofessionals to 
present at Community School Board Meetings and church services, through a public-speaking 
training program the chapter created dubbed “Labor in the Pulpit.” As Hill recalled, “when they 
went to church, they could talk about the program, why the program was important to the 
community and to the individual.”103 
The “Salute to Paraprofessionals” and other graduation ceremonies served to celebrate 
and legitimate paras’ efforts in schools, and also to recruit community and political allies. Mayor 
Lindsay attended the first luncheon in 1973, and local politicians continue to make appearances 
yearly. It also highlighted paraprofessional achievements at the schools where they worked. As 
Shelvy Young-Abrams, recalled, “Then the beautiful part is some paras, when they're nominated, 
their whole school comes out, their principals come out, just to spend the day with them.”104  
Gathering together, whether in chapter meetings or at weekend conferences and events, 
also provided paraprofessionals with opportunities to develop solidarity across the wide range of 
roles they performed in schools, and to articulate their own visions for their work. Marian Thom 
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remembers the challenge of attending monthly organizing meetings that ran late in to the 
evening, but felt “in a way it helped, because it was like a camaraderie.”105 Shelvy Young-
Abrams remembered, similarly, that regular meetings, helped “to make sure we continue that 
fight and not turn around” in the 1970s, as preserving para jobs required constant organizing.106  
In these meetings, paras shared their experiences of balancing home and work, dealing 
with recalcitrant teachers and administrators, and trying to further their own educations. The 
strength they built in these meetings carried outward to challenges both within the union and in 
the wider governance of their schools. Pearl Daniels, who worked as a coordinator at for the 
College for Human Services (formerly the Women’s Talent Corps), noted that such 
conversations were often raw with emotion. As she put it,  
“No matter where they go, no matter what income they get to they stay with that low 
income minority mentality … it’s probably because you kind of feel if you can move, you 
can’t move out of the minority statistics … and if you start thinking and acting different 
then you feel like you’ve betrayed the people that are still there.”  
 
Daniels including herself in this group, adding, “you see, with us you never can believe your 
good luck.” 107 Negotiating the multiple levels at which they worked – family, community, 
school, and system-wide, particularly through the union – was a constant challenge, but 
gathering together helped community-based educators move through these worlds in solidarity. 
The UFT officially recognized paraprofessionals as full and equal voting members of 
their school chapters and the union at large, but in practice, paras had to fight for equality within 
their chapters and union. At her school in Queens, Maggie Martin was told, “oh, you can’t run 
for chapter leader because you’re a paraprofessional” by a teacher. Martin replied by showing 
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the teacher her contract, and told her “In the UFT everyone votes: paras and teachers, guidance 
counselors, anyone who’s a UFT member has a right to vote.”108 Martin won the election, and 
led her school’s chapter, but at other schools, paras had a harder time breaking into union 
officialdom. In the 1980s, Clarence Taylor quit the local chapter at his school after they refused 
to create a position of “paraprofessional representative” within the building.109  
The chartering of a paraprofessional chapter in 1973 helped to formalize the role of 
paraprofessionals within the larger union, and creating positions for paras in the UFT’s delegate 
assembly (a body composed of several hundred UFT members). In elections held in 1974, paras 
touted their commitment to their communities as well as their service in classrooms and unions, 
projecting their own visions of community-based education within the official space of union 
democracy. One para noted her work as an “active, participating parent” in the local PTA, while 
another cited “100 years of service,” among which she counted twenty years as a Brooklyn 
resident, eighteen as a member of her church, ten as a PTA member, and seven as a 
paraprofessional.110 In defining their lives and work in this way, community-based educators 
asserted the vital importance of their work and organizing to the survival of their communities.  
Not all paraprofessionals embraced the UFT’s leadership. Many joined with the Teacher 
Action Caucus and other rank and file opposition groups to demand a more substantive 
commitment to community empowerment from their union. The TAC called for the 
annualization of paraprofessional salaries beginning in 1972, issuing statements that 
“paraprofessionals are regular members and an integral part of the school staff … the services 
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they perform are essential to the operation of schools”.111 As noted earlier, when the UFT sought 
increased security guards in schools, the TAC countered that hiring parent aides would be a far 
superior way to maintain order and bridge gaps between students and teachers.112 Local groups 
of TAC teachers supported parent and paraprofessional campaigns in CSDs around the city, 
including a boycott by parents in District Four that demanded “more paraprofessionals” and 
afterschool trainings for paras and teachers in small-group reading in District Three.113  
The Teachers Action Caucus, as Taylor recalled, often felt like “the only caucus in the 
union that was offering to represent paraprofessionals in any serious way.”114 In this capacity, 
they frequently challenged the UFT’s leadership head on, which included picketing at UFT 
headquarters on occasion. Albert Shanker scribbled “this is what I was afraid of” on one TAC 
flyer condemning his leadership and announcing a rally at UFT headquarters in 1972, 
acknowledging that paraprofessionals were not easily managed from the top down.115  
A citywide movement to transform the UFT did not, ultimately, emerge from 
paraprofessional organizing, but at the local level, TAC paras and teachers worked together 
throughout this era to improve school-community relations and develop innovative pedagogy 
and curricula for their students. They also pushed key items like annualization into mainstream 
union politics, helping to improve para job security. And unlike Shanker, they encouraged 
paraprofessionals to embrace their community connections and to maintain their commitment to 
social movements, a process that played out in the challenging world of decentralized districts. 
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VI. Paraprofessionals or “Community-Based Educators”? Freedom Struggles and Alliances  
 
 Community organizations fighting for civil rights and social justice had been  
instrumental in the creation of paraprofessional programs. Organizations including the United 
Bronx Parents (UBP), the Harlem Parents Committee, the IS 201 Governing Board, the 
Morrisania Education Council, and many others had led the fight to bring local mothers into 
public schools as part of a holistic vision of community-centered education that would both 
generate high-quality, culturally-responsive pedagogy and curriculum for students and would 
redistribute the vast resources of public schooling to students, parents, and community members.  
While the bitterness of the 1968 UFT strikes made the leaders of these organizations wary, most 
cautiously supported the paraprofessional unionization drive, largely at the request of the paras 
themselves. In the 1970s, however, they continued to see both the paraprofessional movement 
and the larger fight for educational self-determination as unfinished revolutions, and they 
frequently sought both paraprofessional support for ongoing struggles and a redefinition of 
paraprofessional labor itself.  
Much like the debates surrounding paraprofessional education and PTEP, these struggles 
were focused around questions of power and scale within municipal governance and service 
delivery. The community associations from whence the paraprofessional movement sprang 
ultimately hoped to effect a full reorganization of the metropolis, in which local allegiances 
would form the basis for education (and many other forms of service delivery) and in which local 
knowledge and needs were dictated on the ground and passed upward through bureaucracies 
(both school and union). Their revolution remained unfinished throughout the 1970s, but their 
efforts produced many remarkable programs, and in alliances with left unionists like the TAC 
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(discussed above), gave glimpses of what a broad social and political movement for this sort of 
social-spatial reorganization might look like. 
In making their case for paraprofessionals as community-based educators, community 
groups deployed very different language than the Board of Education or UFT in describing the 
work of education and the women who did it as paraprofessionals. The UFT held fast to the term 
“paraprofessional” – highlighting the incomplete status of these teachers-in-training – and the 
Board continued to employ a range of job titles including “educational assistant,” “educational 
auxiliary,” and “family assistant.” Community organizations, in contrast, preferred to highlight 
paras’ status either as community members or parents. In a 52-page handbook titled “A Parent 
Guide for Community-Based Educational Workers in Schools,” the Central Brooklyn 
Neighborhood College and the New York New Careerist Association announced, in 1970, “This 
book is dedicated to all “para-professionals” and anticipates the day that they are recognized as 
COMMUNITY-BASED EDUCATIONAL WORKERS. [emphasis original].”116 The booklet 
argued to paras that the term “paraprofessional” was not chosen by those doing this work, and 
that the term “limits you, in your own eyes, and in the eyes of the community.” The authors 
argued that the term community-based education worker  “describes who you are and leaves lots 
of room for what you can do – and we think that is important.” The booklet offered a history of 
the paraprofessional movement that highlighted community contributions, emphasized the 
presence of provisions for community hiring and involvement in the federal funding that 
supported these positions, and listed resources about schools, the UFT, and community 
organizations for paras. 
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Figure 12: “A Parent Guide for Community-Based Educational Workers in Schools” 
Central Brooklyn Neighborhood College and the New York New Careerist Association, 1970 
Source: Annie Stein Papers, Columbia University Rare Book and Manuscript Library  
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The United Bronx Parents, in a similar rhetorical move, referred to paras as “parent-
professionals” in their flyers and supporting materials for these workers. The UBP, whose 
materials for evaluating schools were shared widely across the city in the late 1960s, continued 
to produce guides and advice for parents and “parent professionals” throughout the 1970s. 
Among their missives was a script for a “Decentralization Roleplay” that included lines for a 
“Parent-Para-Professional”: 
“You have just been elected to the new local school board and you are pleased and 
excited. Many other teacher assistants have contacted you since your election. They have 
asked you to push the new local board to set up annual and adequate salaries for all 
paraprofessionals. Also, you have heard of a program somewhere out west where 
paraprofessionals can go to work 3 days a week and go to college 2 days a week, but are 
paid full time. You think this is an excellent program for solving the teacher shortage in 
your schools and you intended to press for these two improvements at your first meeting 
today.”117 
 
The UBP’s characterization for paras was nuanced and sensitive to many facets of their 
work. It points to the issue of teacher recruitment, which continued to be a major struggle in 
parent-led campaigns for educational equality. In this respect, questions of school roles and 
training overlapped significantly, as the UBP and many other organizations pushed the Board 
and UFT to accelerate training programs and waive credentialing requirements to integrate the 
New York City teaching corps and to better staff schools in poor and working-class 
neighborhoods. The New York Association of Black Educators reached out to paraprofessionals 
to seek their input on exactly this issue 1972, with a system-wide letter reading: 
“All persons who are vitally interested and involved in the education of BLACK children 
are EDUCATORS. We believe EDUCATORS to be parents, paraprofessionals, teachers, 
lunchroom staff, custodial staff, school board members, community leaders, civic 
organization presidents, chairmen of educational committees, supervisors and 
administrators, guidance counselors, school psychologists and all BLACK people who 
are responsible for the education of BLACK children.118 
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The UFT’s central office took note of the missive, which seemed to challenge the union’s own 
gradualist approach (one that kept the general structure of teacher credentialing together).  
Community-based educators, even those who embraced the opportunities the UFT 
provided, continued to work with and for community organizations, often as allies inside 
schools. Many served on PTAs, Community Boards, and in other roles that their work schedules 
and job security allowed, and most continued to have a strong sense of commitment to the 
struggles from which they had worked their way into schools. At the College for Human 
Services, a 1973 report of the Board proudly asserted that CHS students “are on the frontline and 
actually trying to do something about very deep-rooted American problems, racism and control 
by the professionals of service delivery.”119 For paraprofessional educators, this meant a 
balancing act, continuing to work as employees of the Board of Education, union members in the 
UFT, and community-based activists while negotiating the tensions and conflicts between them. 
VII. Triumph and Trials in the 1970s 
 Five years after Bayard Rustin declared the “Triumph of the Paraprofessionals,” the 
College for Human Services conducted a series of student interviews that revealed the scope and 
impact of their graduates’ work in public schools, many of which are cited in this chapter. 
Winifred Tates was “very community focused,” “involved in everything” and “constantly 
mistake[n] for the teacher” in her East Harlem classroom. Just up the street, Georgina Carlo was 
guiding students at Benjamin Franklin High School through the college application process. She 
had started as a guidance assistance without a college degree in 1967, but earned her own degree 
while leading students along the same path and became one of the school’s guidance counselors. 
                                                                                                                                                       
Professional payrolls as distributed by District [illegible] in Brooklyn” UFT Box 80, Folder 12 
119 Fifth Annual Report of the College for Human Services 1971 Program, Folder 5, MCNY 
 263 
Further north at I.S. 201, Mercedes Figueroa was leading anti-narcotics campaigns for the entire 
neighborhood. Across the Harlem River, Leatrice Wilkerson was fighting “glaring injustices” in 
her Bronx school.120 These interviews not only capture the wide range of paraprofessional labor 
in schools, but the many ways in which preserving these jobs through unionization allowed 
community-based education to flourish amid the urban crisis in 1970s New York City. 
 The successes of New York’s unionized paraprofessionals did not go unnoticed on the 
national stage. As the following chapters demonstrate, New York’s paraprofessional programs, 
union chapter, community activism, and career ladder program all became national models, 
pushed to cities, towns, and rural areas around the country by a diverse group of New Yorkers. 
The AFT, which Albert Shanker would lead by 1974, used paraprofessional organizing as a 
major expansion strategy across the United States in the fifteen years that followed the UFT’s 
landmark contract. Frank Riessman helmed the Career Opportunities Program, which led the 
way in the creation of high-quality teacher training and community-based alliances in Model 
Cities neighborhoods from 1970 through 1977. Preston Wilcox left the Women’s Talent Corps in 
1972, but by that time he had taken his own vision for community-centric schooling national 
through the sponsorship of eight Follow-Through sites around the country out of his Harlem 
office, where he ran a non-profit consultancy, Afram Associates. 
 Nonetheless, as this chapter demonstrates, the paraprofessional movement faced 
continuing challenges in New York City in these years. Even as she led the UFT’s 
paraprofessional chapter, Velma Murphy Hill remembered that unionization “wasn't the final 
word” and noted “I don't remember a year where we didn't have some external conflict that 
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created internal conflict.”121 These external conflicts only got bigger as the city careened into its 
1975 fiscal crisis, a crisis that would undo the Paraprofessional-Teacher Education Program and 
spell the beginning of the end for transformational visions of community-based education in 
New York City.  
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SECTION II: “A Nationwide Struggle to Achieve Equality” 
How New Yorkers Transformed the Work of Education Across the United States  
 
When Bayard Rustin celebrated the “Triumph of the Paraprofessionals” in the pages of 
the New York Amsterdam News on August 22, 1970, he believed he was witnessing the birth of a 
national movement. Rustin’s vision of an interracial political coalition of poor and working-class 
people had faltered in the late 1960s, but the United Federation of Teachers’ (UFT) contract for 
community-based educators in New York City made him optimistic. The victory, he wrote, was 
“one of the finest examples of self-determination by the poor, and it is likely to be repeated in 
other cities as part of a nationwide struggle by low-income workers to achieve equality.”1  
Such a struggle was possible, in part, because the hiring of community-based educators 
continued apace in the early 1970s. By 1975, half a million of these educators worked in 
American public schools. These poor and working-class women and mothers hailed from the 
cities, towns, and rural areas hit hardest by structural shifts in the American political economy in 
the 1970s. They represented a diverse, predominantly non-white cross-section of the population, 
and brought local struggles for racial equality and self-determination into schools with them. As 
they did the work of education, they created new possibilities for progressive politics and urban 
transformation, even as American politics turned right in the 1970s. The programs they worked 
in thus became key sites of contest and collaboration over the future of education, social welfare, 
labor and employment, and political organizing on the American left in these years.  
Rustin's prediction was not idle prognostication. As he knew well, the American 
Federation of Teachers (AFT) had passed several resolutions at its national convention earlier 
that month to launch a national effort to unionize paraprofessional educators.2 Rustin himself 
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would play a major role in this campaign: training organizers, writing broadsides, speaking at 
conventions, and providing material and logistical support from the A. Philip Randolph Institute 
of the AFL-CIO, which he headed. Building on lessons learned and strategies developed in the 
crucible of New York City from 1967 to 1970, Rustin and the AFT made organizing 
paraprofessionals central to building the public sector labor movement in the 1970s.  
The AFT tapped Velma Murphy Hill, Rustin’s friend and the leader of the UFT’s 
paraprofessional organizing drive, to spearhead their national effort. Hill crisscrossed the nation 
in the 1970s, working with community-based educators from Albuquerque, New Mexico to 
Lynn, Massachusetts. As she explained in 1985, “The New York City program was a very 
important program” because “it proved something not just for New York but, I think, for the 
country about what can be done with union organization, and it provided the impetus for 
paraprofessional organizing all over the United States.”3 By 1988, over 100,000 paraprofessional 
educators had joined AFT locals across the nation. 4 Their campaigns secured the place of 
community-based educators in public schooling, and offered living wages, health and retirement 
benefits, and opportunities for career advancement to thousands of working-class women.  
 Rustin and his allies in the AFT were not the only New Yorkers to take their visions and 
strategies for the work of education national in the 1970s. Frank Riessman assembled a team of 
and practitioners from New York City’s War on Poverty programs at the New Careers 
Development Center at New York University in the late 1960s. They grew increasingly 
influential in national policymaking in these years, promoting Riessman’s “New Careers” 
program for restructuring public service delivery and municipal governance through localized 
                                                
3 Velma Murphy Hill Interview, 1985. Box 2, Folder Velma Murphy Hill, UFT-OH 
4 AFT PSRP Conference Speech (no date, appears to be 1988 based on references to that year’s presidential 
election). Box 65, Folder 61, AFT-Shanker. 
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hiring.5 By 1970, Riessman was working on multiple fronts to make “New Careers” a national 
movement. He created a “National Council for New Careers” that brought together politicians, 
scholars, unionists, and educators to support the growth of paraprofessional programs. He hosted 
conferences and produced reports from his center at NYU, which he moved to Queens College in 
1971, renaming it the “New Careers Training Laboratory.” The Laboratory’s most important 
venture in the 1970s was the Career Opportunities Program (COP), a comprehensive recruitment 
and training program for community-based educators run by the US Office of Education. Using 
monies from the 1967 Education Professions Development Act, the program employed nearly 
15,000 paras at 132 sites between 1970 and 1977.6 The Office of Education retained the New 
Careers Training Laboratory as the training center for the COP, and Riessman and his team 
embraced and expanded the role. They produced materials, organized trainings, sent organizers 
to far-flung sites, and built a national constituency to promote the “New Careers movement” and 
their vision of an “evolutionary revolution” for schooling, employment, and urban governance.  
 From Harlem, Preston Wilcox promoted a radical program community-based education 
that drew on his experiences leading the movement for community control of schools in New 
York in the late 1960s. In 1970, Wilcox founded Afram Associates, Incorporated, a non-profit 
consultancy for activists and educators. Afram won a contract to serve as a sponsor of “Follow-
Through” programs in eight different states, where they worked with nearly 3,000 students in 
kindergarten through third grade.  
                                                
5 Among the laws influenced by Riessman’s “New Careers” vision were the 1966 Scheuer-Nelson Subprofessional 
Career Act, an amendment to the 1964 Economic Opportunity Act providing funds for training paraprofessional 
works in the human services, and the 1967 Education Professions Development Act, a amendment to the 1965 
Higher Education Act providing funding to train and recruit educators. Riessman and fellow “New Careerists” 
contributed reports and expertise to the Department of Labor, the Office of Economic Opportunity, and) the 
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) throughout the 1960s and 1970s.  
6 Riessman’s right-hand man at the New Careers Development Center, Alan Gartner, largely drafted this bill, which 
allocated funding for a New Careers demonstration program, which Gartner ran with Riessman at Queens College. 
Alan Gartner, Conversation with the Author, March 21, 2013; Kaplan, From Aide to Teacher. 
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Afram developed a program model that Wilcox called “Parent Implementation,” which 
unapologetically deployed the analytics of Black Power, criticized white supremacy and 
bureaucratic intransigence, and demanded immediate self-determination for students, parents, 
and their communities. 7 For Wilcox and Afram, the most important feature of community hiring 
programs was the opportunity they offered to build parent and community participation into 
every facet of schooling, from classroom pedagogy on up to school governance and program 
evaluation. While all Follow-Through programs employed parents as paras, Wilcox used 
Afram’s grant to hire additional parents as “local stimulators.” These women worked expressly 
for the Follow-Through Parent Councils as community organizers outside of schools, work that 
Wilcox believed was essential for educational liberation inside the schoolhouse. 
Afram’s program appealed to a broad range of school districts. Writing to the Office of 
Education in support of Afram’s model in 1973, Roy Beard acknowledged that his school district 
in rural Michigan was “lily white,” but explained that Wilcox’s strategies for parent involvement 
had improved his district’s ability to reach marginalized Native American and poor white 
students and families. “To me,” Beard wrote, “this is what it's all about. This is parent 
participation.”8 Afram’s sponsorship of Follow-Through sites, which ran from 1970 to 1976, 
connected Wilcox’s directly to a few hundred parent educators, but he produced materials and 
hosted conferences for Follow-Through that attracted a much wider audience. 
 Section I analyzed the lives and labor of community-based educators as they organized in 
schools, communities, and the labor movement to transform the work of education in New York 
                                                
7 Follow-Through was a program of the US Office of Education created to “follow through” on the gains made by 
children in Head Start Programs in grades K-3. Follow-Through reproduced many aspects of Head Start – including 
the hiring of parent educators – in formal elementary school settings. Like the COP, Follow-Through was a 
“demonstration program,” and the Office of Education paired sites with sponsors – including colleges of education, 
community organizations, and consultancies – to test a range of models for effecting this transition.  
8 Afram As Mirror to Follow Through Parents, May 30, 1973. PWP. Box 31, Folder 4.  
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City in the 1960s and 1970s. Section II shows how the three constellations of actors and 
institutions that built the “paraprofessional movement in New York City – teacher unionists, 
progressive policymakers, and grassroots activists – used their experiences in New York to 
promote and guide the growth of community-based educational hiring programs across the 
United States in the 1970s. In doing so, this section analyzes the trajectories and impact of three 
organizations – the AFT, COP, and Afram – and advances three arguments.  
First, this section shows how community-based educators became an enduring part of 
public education in the United States. “Experimental” paraprofessional programs emerged all 
across the United States in the 1960s, driven by local struggles for representation and 
participation in schooling and fueled by federal dollars. However, by 1970, War on Poverty 
programs faced twin crises of legitimacy and materiality. The cost of the Vietnam War and the 
slowing growth of the national economy led to cuts in federal spending, while cities suffering 
from capital flight and the suburbanization of middle-class taxpayers saw their own budgets 
tightening. These shortfalls in funding for the expanded social welfare state of the Great Society 
were compounded by a political backlash against “community action,” which had empowered 
left-leaning activists and radicalized the poor.9 The combination of budget shortfalls and political 
hostility led to the cancellation and disappearance of many War on Poverty era programs in the 
1970s, and to Richard Nixon’s declaration that the war was over in 1973. Community-based 
educators, however, managed to secure their jobs amid these structural and political changes. 
Unionization, career opportunities, and community organizing – as advanced, respectively, by 
the AFT, the COP, and Afram – made a permanent place for these educators and their work. 
                                                
9 See Cazenave, Impossible Democracy; Nadasen, Welfare Warriors; Naples, Grassroots Warriors; Marisa 
Chappell, The War on Welfare: Family, Poverty, and Politics in Modern America (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2011), Orleck and Hazirjian, eds., The War on Poverty among many others.  
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The American Federation of Teachers, the Career Opportunities Program, and Afram 
Associates, Inc., were not, of course, comparable institutions terms of their size, organizational 
structure, mission, or impact. This section examines them together because each represented the 
strongest national voice for their particular vision of community education, and because they all 
played a significant role in shaping federal policy and implementation in the 1970s. The AFT, 
the COP, and Afram advocated regularly and strenuously for increased funding and support for 
paraprofessionals from federal, state, and local lawmakers and administrators. They all organized 
paraprofessional educators to promote their interests as a class of workers, and to make the 
impact of their labor known. The campaigns led by these three organizations not only preserved 
paraprofessional programs, but shaped the structure and future of this work in American cities.   
Second, this section examines three distinct strategic visions for community-based 
educators and their labor in schools. The AFT, COP, and Afram agreed generally about the three 
major goals of paraprofessional programs in education: improving the classroom experience, 
building new relationships between schools and communities, and creating jobs and careers in 
education. They differed on how these goals should be prioritized, how these goals related to 
each other, and how programs should be implemented to achieve them. All three organizations 
had witnessed and supported the success of community-based educators in New York City. They 
knew firsthand the power of the practices these educators employed: activist mothering, 
workingwomen’s coalition building, and collective advancement. The visions they promoted 
sought to channel these practices into particular settings, in the service of particular 
organizational goals. These differences resulted from the individual character of these 
institutions, from their divergent experiences of New York City’s paraprofessional campaigns, 
and from their distinct understandings of education, equity, social change, and urban politics.  
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The fact that each of these institutions made organizing paraprofessional educators central to 
their missions in the 1970s sheds new light on the ideas, organizations, and trajectories of the 
labor movement, antipoverty policymaking, and the Black freedom struggle in this decade.  
The American Federation of Teachers proved the dominant force in making “para-
professional” jobs permanent and defining the contours of this labor. As a union, the AFT 
focused on winning material gains for these educators through collective bargaining: living 
wages, health and retirement benefits, and paid opportunities for career advancement. As a union 
of teachers, the AFT sought to protect and advance the interests of teachers, and to define 
paraprofessional labor and the needs of these educators as aligned with those of teachers. 
However, the AFT must be understood both as an actor in the making of community education 
and as a site for debates and contests about the nature and goals of paraprofessional unionization.  
The union’s white, middle-class leadership advanced a vision of liberal assimilationism 
rooted in craft-union-style apprenticeships for community-based educators. They believed that 
by building coalitions with teacher unionists and training to become teachers, the interest of 
these educators would converge with those of teachers. After battling community control in New 
York City in 1967 and 1968, these leaders were hostile to Black radicalism and community-
based schooling of many kinds, and they bristled at any suggestion that teachers relinquish or 
share control of their classrooms. As a result, while the AFT proved very effective at 
incorporating community-based educators into its ranks, it struggled to connect to the 
communities from which these educators came, both educationally and politically.  
However, the Black and Hispanic women who led the organizing drives that brought 
community educators into the AFT worked within a framework of civil rights unionism, rooted 
in the thought and practice of Bayard Rustin and A. Philip Randolph. While staunchly 
 272 
integrationist and suspicious of Black Power and community control, these organizers promoted 
a more explicit focus on the racial and class positions of community-based educators. They 
advocated unionization not just as a route to material advancement, but also for the promotion of 
racial equality in public schooling, antipoverty policy, and the labor movement. Their efforts 
connected paraprofessionals to a broad struggle for full employment in the service of racial 
equality on the Black left, a struggle in which they were joined by some “New Careerists.”10  
Finally, at the local level, unionization campaigns revolved around the particular needs of 
educators in particular cities. Local unions emphasized different aspects of community-based 
hiring – job creation, coalition building, and grassroots activism – leading to a wide range of 
outcomes, some of which verged on radical. Across the spectrum of AFT organizing, at both the 
local and national level, leaders and organizers understood these campaigns as political and 
social fights, to be won in the streets, in the halls of power, and, ultimately, at the collective 
bargaining table. This fighting stance positioned the AFT to win, and secure, clear victories for 
community-based educators. It also generated conflict with other strategic visions for the work of 
education advanced by the constellation of actors and institutions that supported paras.  
The Career Opportunities Program was, in many ways, a hyper-realized version of 
community-based education: heavily-staffed, well-funded, and explicitly designed to connect all 
of the potential, disparate stakeholders in the educational, antipoverty, and labor worlds together.  
As its name implied, the COP’s primary stated goal was creation of “career ladders” and the 
advancement of community educators up these ladders, a process that the New Careerists who 
ran the COP hoped would transform public schooling and teacher-training bureaucracies. The 
                                                
10 On the movement for full employment, see Honey, Going Down Jericho Road; Jones, The March on Washington; 
David P. Stein “This Nation Has Never Honestly Dealt with the Question of a Peacetime Economy”: Coretta Scott 
King and the Struggle for a Nonviolent Economy in the 1970s” Souls, 18:1 (January 2016) 80-105. 
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COP, did not seek to assimilate community educators into an existing system, as the AFT did, 
but rather to build new systems of hiring, training, and classroom practice that would transform 
the work of education within existing institutions of K-12 and higher learning.  
In the institutions with which it partnered, the COP built rich, mutually supportive 
connections between stakeholders including local activists, teacher unionists, and practitioners of 
education and social welfare. These efforts inspired some “New Careerists” to imagine 
community-based education as a model for a new full-employment economy, driven by robust 
public-sector hiring. However, COP programs relied on continued federal funding and constant 
brokering between factions. While the program and its evangelists had a great deal of success in 
localities across the country, it never developed an organizing strategy to fight for its vision of 
the work of education in the arena of national politics. Precisely the strength it evinced at the 
local level – a big-tent, both-and, positive-sum vision of collective action that could benefit all 
stakeholders involved – became a liability in Congress and state legislatures, where programs, 
policies, and pots of money had to be won in political struggles.  
Afram used its “parent implementation” model to fight for self-determination for students 
and parents and local control of schools. Its vision for the work of education was rooted in the 
long tradition of activist mothering in school settings, as well as the immediate world of Black 
radicalism in the 1970s. While Afram and its leader, Preston Wilcox, built organizing strategies 
that articulated and promoted the organization’s vision far beyond the clusters of schools they 
advised, their position was adversarial by design. Afram’s strategies for parent involvement 
demanded change from the outside, and placed less emphasis on coalition building or collective 
advancement. While its impact was significant, Afram’s outsider status kept it from entrenching 
its vision of community-based education in school systems as a whole.  
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The final argument this section makes is that while these organizations advanced 
divergent and at times opposing views of the purpose of community-based educational hiring, all 
three were deeply committed to these educators and the work they did. The voices and leadership 
of paras – working-class women, most of them mothers, drawn overwhelmingly from Black, 
Hispanic, Asian, and poor white communities – shaped all three of these institutions and, at 
times, pulled the strands of their visions together into a “para-professional movement.” The 
tripartite vision of paraprofessionalism that emerged in the 1960s was itself a product of contests 
and collaborations between three overlapping constellations of actors and institutions: the 
freedom struggles, antipoverty programs, and the labor movement. While the following three 
chapters examine the AFT, the COP, and Afram sequentially for clarity, working with paras 
brought these three organizations together in the 1970s. The AFT opposed community control of 
public schooling at the national level, but organizers at the local level engaged with parent 
educators whose commitments to public schooling were rooted in these visions. The COP was 
perhaps the most intentional collaborator of the three, working frequently with both AFT locals 
and radical activists in many contexts. Afram promoted and funded parent labor outside of 
official school district and union structures, but the organization still rallied for official 
credentials for paras when its “parent stimulators” asked for them. Even when these 
organizations clashed, the tensions between them could be productive, generating opportunities 
for community-based educators to make their voices heard.  
The trio of strategies examined here did not run parallel to one another, and they certainly 
did not always mutually reinforce one another, but neither did they typically undermine one 
another. The centrality of community-based educators to all three strategic visions ensured that 
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decisions made by each organization reflected, at least partially, their needs and demands. Paras, 
ever present at their own making, kept their coalition together to support their work. 
All three of these organizations would have agreed with Rustin that they were at the 
vanguard of “a nationwide struggle by low-income workers to achieve equality” in the 1970s. 
For a decade, they promoted the expansion of community-based education all around the United 
States. By 1980, for reasons discussed in Section III, this struggle was fading quickly from the 
forefront of educational, community, and labor activism. However, it left in its wake a legacy of 
living-wage jobs, expanded public-sector unions, career ladder programs, and strategies for local 
involvement in municipal governance that have had a long and continuing presence in American 
cities. The efforts of paras in the AFT, COP, and Afram in this era constituted more than a 
debate about the particulars of paraprofessional programs in public schools. At its core, theirs 
was a contest for the shape and future of progressive political organizing and governance in the 
metropolis, with a new working class – no longer white, male, or industrial – at its center.11 
                                                
11 Scholarly arguments for the end of working-class politics range from the cultural to the geographic to the legal. 
See, among others, Cowie, Stayin’ Alive: The 1970s and the Last Days of the Working Class; Margaret Weir, 
Politics and Jobs  : The Boundaries of Employment Policy in the United States (Princeton, N.J.  : Princeton University 
Press, 1992.); Frymer, Black and Blue. The strategic visions examined herein reveal a Black-led, multi-racial effort 
to reconstitute working-class politics, not within, but beyond, the New Deal Order. For examples of this sort of re-
imagining, see, among others, Premilla Nadasen, Household Workers Unite: The Untold Story of African American 
Women Who Built a Movement, (Boston: Beacon Press, 2016); Stein, “‘This Nation Has Never Honestly Dealt with 
the Question of a Peacetime Economy’"; Williams, Concrete Demands.  
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Chapter Five: “The Paraprofessional Movement is a Nationwide Phenomenon” 
Community-Based Educators in the American Federation of Teachers 
 
“The para-professional position is a welcome addition to the enrichment of school programs, 
especially in our urban schools … persons assigned to such para-professional classifications 
should be entitled to all the rights of the bargaining process as well as the support of the teachers 
with whom they work” 
 
American Federation of Teachers Executive Council, 1968 
 
“There were all these people speaking for paraprofessionals, but paraprofessionals weren’t 
speaking for themselves.” 
 
Velma Murphy Hill, Chair, National Paraprofessional Steering Committee, 1985 
 
I.  A Union of Para-Professionals? 
 
The American Federation of Teachers, founded in 1916, is today one of the largest unions 
in the United States, with more than 1.6 million members.1 Begun in Chicago, the union’s first 
fifty years were relatively quiet by comparison with the massive growth of private sector unions 
after the passage of the National Labor Relations Act of 1935. However, the AFT expanded 
precipitously in the 1960s as teachers across the country struck for better wages, benefits, and 
control of their classrooms. Led by Charles Cogen, David Selden, and Albert Shanker, a trio of 
organizers based in New York City, the AFT brought new militancy to teacher organizing, 
adding tens of thousands of members and winning collective bargaining rights and contracts for 
them.2 The UFT’s first contract, in 1962, made it the AFT’s largest and most influential local. 
The AFT was also an early supporter of the civil rights movement among unions, 
desegregating its locals in the 1950s – and ejecting those locals in the South that refused to 
comply – and providing resources and personnel for the March on Washington and Freedom 
Summer. By the end of the 1960s, the union was a major player in urban education and 
                                                
1 “About Us” American Federation of Teachers, http://www.aft.org/about (accessed March 28, 2017) 
2 Marjorie Murphy, Blackboard Unions: The AFT and the NEA, 1900-1980. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1990).  
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municipal politics and a dynamic force in the national labor movement. However, it was also 
embroiled in battles with Black and Hispanic parents over community control of local schools, 
and with tax-starved cities for new contracts. The AFT had built itself up, as its slogan 
proclaimed, as a “union of professionals” that defended the professional rights, prerogatives, and 
autonomy of teachers. Appeals to professionalism had built the AFT into a politically powerful 
union, but it had alienated a wider swath of potential political allies. 
It was in this context – growing rapidly but facing new challenges from activists and 
politicians – that the AFT made organizing paraprofessional educators a central part of its 
strategy for expansion and political engagement in the 1970s. The union’s embrace of 
community-based educators in the late 1960s was a halting, piecemeal process, driven by four 
factors: the rapid rise in para hiring fueled by the Elementary and Secondary Act (ESEA) of 
1965; the threat that other unions would organize paras; reports from classroom teachers that 
paras improved their classroom experiences; and pressure from progressive members of the 
AFT’s leadership, notably Richard Parrish and Rose Claffey. AFT locals in New York City, 
Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Detroit launched paraprofessional organizing drives in 1968 and 
1969. At the union’s headquarters in Washington, AFT President David Selden and the 
Executive Council developed a vision and program, collected organizing strategies and allocated 
resources for unionizing paraprofessionals. These bottom-up and top-down approaches 
converged in the summer of 1970, when New York City’s UFT won its landmark contract. That 
same August, the AFT affirmed its commitment to paras in a series of resolutions at its annual 
convention. It also created a National Paraprofessional Steering Committee, led by the UFT’s 
Velma Murphy Hill and staffed by paraprofessionals who had led or were leading successful 
campaigns for other locals.  
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 This chapter analyzes the AFT’s recruitment of paras by examining the actions of the 
union’s leadership, the organizing work of the National Committee, and campaigns by three 
locals. This cross-sectional approach illuminates the interplay between on-the-ground organizing 
and national strategizing, and also reveals tensions between leaders, para organizers, and locals.  
From the beginning, parent educators working in schools had presented teachers and their union 
with both a challenge and an opportunity. Initially, most AFT teachers and organizers feared 
paras would act as parent spies, strikebreakers, and low-wage workers who would replace, 
undermine, and de-professionalize teachers. However, teachers learned quickly that paras could 
provide valuable classroom assistance and connections to parents, while AFT locals realized that 
unionizing paras could institutionalize these alliances and generate new membership and dues. 
Paras, for their part, sought places in teacher unions to earn living wages, job security, and access 
to teacher training, all of which AFT locals believed they could provide through contracts.  
Working from the template of the successful flagship organizing drive in New York City, 
the AFT’s leadership developed a liberal assimilationist vision for paraprofessional organizing. 
This vision was rooted in a craft-union-style vision of paraprofessional labor as the work of 
apprentices on their way to becoming teachers. To address paras’ low wages and contingent 
tenure, the union used collective bargaining to win job security and bread-and-butter gains. To 
create opportunities for paras to advance within schools and eventually become teachers, the 
AFT created union-backed structures of incremental advancement, known from Frank 
Riessman’s work as “career ladders.” These material gains undoubtedly proved appealing to the 
tens of thousands of poor and working-class paras who joined the AFT in the 1970s. 
The great unsettled question in the AFT’s unionization of paras was the role of these 
explicitly community-based educators in community organizing and parent participation in 
 279 
schools. As required by federal guidelines, many school districts hired paras at the 
recommendation of Community Action Agencies. The agencies gave official sanction and 
antipoverty funding to grassroots freedom struggles in many cities, and many of them fought for 
community control of schools and actively opposed the prerogatives of teacher unions. The New 
York City experience was influential for the AFT, as several such organizations – including the 
United Bronx Parents, the Morrisania Education Council, and the Women’s Talent Corps – had 
recruited paras to cross picket lines during the UFT’s 1968 strikes. For many AFT leaders, 
including president David Selden and future president Albert Shanker, one goal of para 
organizing was to ensure this never happened again. They also took steps to ensure that the AFT 
remained a teachers’ union. Their resolutions reinforced a classroom hierarchy with teachers at 
the top, and their constitutional provisions for paraprofessional representation within the AFT 
counted these new members at half the strength of teachers, based on their reduced dues.  
Taking account of these protectionist and anti-community-control impulses on the part of 
the AFT’s leadership, some scholars have argued that paraprofessional unionization amounted to 
little more than co-optation. These critiques follow the arguments of activists who said much the 
same at the time, including Preston Wilcox.3 However, the union’s served as a site for debate 
about the future of community-based education, and not merely a monolithic actor. Such a 
perspective renders the history more complex. The AFT’s leadership defined paraprofessional 
educators as apprentice teachers rather than community-based educators. However, they also 
fought to preserve paraprofessional jobs and to ensure that these jobs paid living wages and 
offered opportunities for advancement. In doing so, they created space for community-based 
educators to organize themselves and define their own work and locals in myriad ways.  
                                                
3 Collins, Ethnically Qualified; D’Amico, “Claiming Profession"; Lee, Building a Latino Civil Rights Movement. 
2014).  
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Even at the national level, the AFT’s National Paraprofessional Steering Committee was 
comprised of paraprofessional educators who situated their organizing in the tradition of civil 
rights unionism. These Black and Hispanic women argued strenuously that paras could best 
serve their communities and the freedom struggles from which they had come if they were part 
of the labor movement. In articulating this vision, they worked with longtime socialist unionists 
Bayard Rustin and A. Philip Randolph, whose eponymous institute offered resources for the 
building of Black trade unionism and a movement for full employment in the 1970s. Building on 
their own experiences in early paraprofessional organizing drives, the Steering Committee 
provided inspiration, strategies, resources, and gathering places to paraprofessionals across the 
country. They circulated materials among AFT locals, including organizing pamphlets, para 
contracts, job and career ladder descriptions, and scholarly studies demonstrating the impact of 
paras in classrooms. They hosted national and regional conferences for paraprofessional 
educators. Finally, they traveled widely to bring their stories to far-flung districts. 
These AFT locals, in turn, embraced a range of organizing strategies, engaging different 
pieces of the paraprofessional movement to address particular challenges in their hometowns. 
Paras and organizers in Kansas City focused on the need to preserve jobs and create training 
opportunities to provide collective advancement to urban communities as the economic crises of 
the 1970s deepened. The locals Rose Claffey oversaw in Massachusetts emphasized coalition 
building, stressing the need for solidarity between parents, paras, and teachers in the face of 
political opposition. In San Francisco, where educators did not yet have collective bargaining 
rights, the local took part in and encouraged neighborhood activism amid their paraprofessional 
organizing drives, emphasizing the willingness of their union to work with activists and parents. 
They did so, in part, to win legitimacy and support from the electorate. In California as a whole, 
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the teacher union movement took on a more “social movement” cast, as compared to the 
professional craft unionism of the more established locals on the East Coast and in the Midwest.4  
The interplay between these three levels of the AFT – the leadership, the committee, and 
the locals – shaped paraprofessional organizing drives across the nation. The leadership’s vision 
for paraprofessional organizing was never implemented without being adapted to local 
conditions, and local innovations circulated widely to inspire and inform other organizing efforts. 
At the same time, the leadership maintained control over the general contours of the 
incorporation of paras into the national union, and placed limits on paras as a force within it.  
The AFT’s efforts guaranteed security and stability for a largely female, nonwhite service 
workforce that had previously shuttled between the public sector, domestic work, and state 
assistance, living in poverty the whole time. These campaigns vastly increased the union’s ranks 
and its presence in American cities, and helped the AFT build political power both locally and 
nationally. The union doubled in size between 1972 and 1978, growing to include 500,000 
members, of whom 60% were female (up from 52% in 1972). 5 Studying these campaigns 
reveals a very different story of teacher unionism than historians currently tell. While 
articulations of “teacher rights” could clearly run up against rights-claims by parents and 
students, and while the popular perception of teacher strikes as “against the public interest” 
undoubtedly contributed to political hostility, teacher unions overcame both internal and external 
problems to continue growing in the 1970s.6 The incorporation of community-based educators 
                                                
4 For a definition of “social movement unionism,” see Tom Alter, “‘It Felt Like Community’: Social Movement 
Unionism and the Chicago Teachers Union Strike of 2012,” Labor 10, no. 3 (September 21, 2013): 11–25. For an 
extended look at social movement unionism in practice, see Taylor, Reds at the Blackboard. 
5 Norma M. Riccucci, Women, Minorities and Unions in the Public Sector (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1990). 
 
6 D’Amico, “Teachers’ Rights Versus Students’ Rights"; Perrillo, Uncivil Rights; Shelton, “Against the Public: The 
Pittsburgh Teachers Strike of 1975- 1976 and the Crisis of the Labor-Liberal Coalition,”; Shelton, “Against the 
Public: Teacher Strikes and the Decline of Liberalism, 1968–1981.”  
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reveals the malleability and pragmatism of notions of rights and professionalism advanced by 
teacher unionists. It demonstrates the possibility – and, in certain local settings, the practice – of 
rebuilding the labor-liberal coalition in a post-industrial, post-1968 setting. The unionization of 
these workers demands a sharpening of arguments that teacher organizing and strike activity 
undermined liberal coalitions and paved the way for neoliberal urban governance. These 
“neoliberal” – more specifically, these market-based, econometric, and anti-social-welfare – 
critiques of teacher unionism, and of public-sector unionism more broadly, emerged precisely at 
the moment that Black and Hispanic women gained a substantial and visible presence in these 
unions. The attacks on teacher unions as corrupt, wasteful, and anti-public-interest that arose in 
the mid-to-late-1970s cannot be divorced from racist and sexist attacks on the presumed 
beneficiaries of welfare-state liberalism in these years, and on the legitimacy of working-class 
Black and Hispanic women doing the work of education.  
However, the leadership’s paternalism also limited paraprofessional programs, 
particularly with respect to the role of paras as brokers and conduits between schools and local 
communities. The AFT had few incentives to develop these elements of community-based 
education, and many of its leaders and members were actively hostile to such efforts. These 
features of the union’s approach would be criticized by both New Careerists and freedom 
struggle activists throughout the 1970s. The AFT was willing to reimagine professional teaching 
and make the professional more inclusive, but not to radically restructure the work of education. 
II. The AFT Leadership: Adapting “A Traditional Union Approach” to Paraprofessionalism 
The AFT Executive Council, composed of the presidents of influential locals and the 
union’s chief officers, carefully embraced paraprofessional organizing and advancement in the 
late 1960s while simultaneously preserving teacher professionalism. Responding to the passage 
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of the 1967 Education Professions Development Act (EPDA) the Council issued a “Statement of 
Policy on the Use of Para-Professionals in Education” in March of 1968.7 “The traditional 
position of the AFT,” it noted, “has been that only fully qualified teachers should perform 
instructional duties.” The statement insisted “that the term ‘teacher’ be reserved for all those 
presently licensed or certificated as such” but advocated for paras as future teachers. Taking cues 
from the New Careerists who had authored the law, the union proposed “a system of career 
ladders be established so that an educational assistant, can … achieve progressively higher ranks 
up to and including the position of teacher.”8 In August of that year, the AFT Executive Council 
approved a resolution that read: 
“Whereas the para-professional position is a welcome addition to the enrichment of 
school programs, especially in our urban schools, and whereas persons assigned to such 
para-professional classifications should be entitled to all the rights of the bargaining 
process as well as the support of the teachers with whom they work, therefore be it 
resolved that the AFT pursue a positive program to organizing and seek to bargain for all 
paraprofessionals.”9 
 
This resolution, seconded by Albert Shanker, came amid a flurry of resolutions and 
debates about the place of the AFT in the changing landscape of left-liberal urban politics. In his 
final President’s report, Charles Cogen urged that the UFT “adopt a strong position in favor of 
fortifying the labor-liberal-civil rights coalition.”  Rose Claffey, the head of the Massachusetts 
Federation of Teachers and an early champion of local hiring, opened a related resolution with a 
diagnosis – “The urban crisis in America is deepening” – and cited an “undercurrent of white 
racism” that had resulted in a “distortion of priorities” in government at every level. Claffey 
                                                
7 “Statement of Policy on the Use of Para-Professionals in Education, Proposed to the Executive Council of the AFT 
– March 8-10, 1968” AFT Office of the President Collection, Part I, Box 12, Folder 27, Walter P. Reuther Library, 
Wayne State University, Detroit, MI (hereafter AFT-President).  
8 Ibid. 
9 Executive Council Minutes (Abridged) August 16, 1968, 57. AFT-Inventory, Box 31, Folder 6. 
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called for a “new, activist coalition” that would include trade unionists, “activists in the black 
communities,” and the student movement.10 Yet another resolution proposed “teachers should 
take the initiative in seeking to work with parent and community groups who demonstrate their 
interest in good schools and their willingness to work for greater public support.” 11  
These resolutions were couched in careful language designed to appeal to the AFT’s 
membership. The union rejected radical visions of parent power and participation; the second 
resolution, on labor-civil rights coalitions, concluded with the admonition “no community, under 
the guise of local control, should be permitted to operate sub-standard schools.” Still, these 
efforts reflected the union’s position in the world at that moment. The AFT’s leadership knew 
that the Black freedom struggle and connected demands for parent and community control were 
gathering momentum in the summer of 1968. In this context, the union sought a way to retain its 
influence in classrooms without alienating these potentially powerful forces. 
In the short term, the union failed to win over Black and Hispanic communities, as the 
UFT’s strikes in New York City made clear that fall. However, the Executive Council, like the 
UFT, did not abandon paraprofessional organizing after 1968, but recommitted to it. Newly-
elected president David Selden opened his March 1969 report with concerns about the drop in 
dues-paying membership in the preceding year. Though Selden did not note this, the drop was 
driven, in part, by teachers who left the UFT during the 1968 strikes. Selden went on to state that 
he was “very much concerned about our slowness in organizing the horde of new para-
professionals coming into our schools.” Selden noted that over 200,000 paras were at work 
nationwide, comprising 20 to 30% of instructional staff in some big cities. As a result, Selden 
                                                
10 Executive Council Minutes (Abridged) August 16, 1968, p. 52-55. AFT-Inventory, Box 31, Folder 6. 
11 Executive Council Minutes (Abridged) August 16, 1968, p. 57. AFT-Inventory, Box 31, Folder 6. 
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announced, he was seeking funds from the AFL-CIO’s Industrial Union Department to sponsor a 
test organizing drive. “I can assure you,” Selden continued, “that the ‘new careers movement’ is 
gathering headway, and essentially, that movement is designed to bring about revolutionary 
changes in social service structures, including the schools.”12 Selden’s language conveyed 
urgency in the face of a crisis for his union, offering equal parts fear and exhortation. He 
conjured a “horde” of paraprofessional educators coming into “our” schools like barbarians to 
Rome, while acknowledging the need to grow his union and to ensure that instructional staff 
shared the same union, in part so the AFT could continue to define the work of education.  
In his relationship with the New Careerists, Selden shifted between collaboration and co-
optation. Unionization, as he explained it, served as a hedge against “revolutionary changes in 
social service structures” that would undermine teachers.13 As discussed in Chapter 3, Selden’s 
ongoing conversations with Frank Riessman informed the AFT’s embrace of an apprenticeship 
model. Just before the March meeting of the Executive Council, Selden thanked Riessman for 
raising “a very cogent point, one which I had not thought of so far as teachers are concerned.” As 
Selden reasoned, “Reducing the number of teachers in the educational enterprise would have the 
effect of reducing career opportunities for aides and assistants. Therefore, teachers should not 
view such personnel as being in competition with them.”14 Selden’s own training in the craft 
unions of the upper Midwest, with their traditions of apprenticeship and differentiated structures 
of seniority and expertise, made this construction of paraprofessionalism appealing within a 
wider vision of the teaching profession. As Sandra Feldman explained when introducing Selden 
                                                
12 Executive Council Proceedings, Feb. 28 – March 2, 1969. AFT-Inventory, Box 31, Folder 8. 
13 This phrase taken from Riessman’s exchange with Selden, documented at length in Chapter 3. 
14 Letter from Riessman to Selden, April 29, 1969, AFT-Selden, Part II, Box 5, Folder I: New Careers, 
Paraprofessionals 1967-1971. 
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in 1990, “Dave was the guy who envisioned the teacher as a leader of a differentiated staff in the 
classroom, working with paras, aides, and parents.”15 
 Selden never fully embraced the “New Careers” vision. In Selden’s reworking of 
Riessman’s model, the professional teacher remained at the center of the staffing structure, with 
paras understood as apprentice teachers working their way toward full professional status. As 
Selden explained to Riessman in May, the AFT’s “basic approach” to organizing paras was “a 
traditional union one of job security (establishing paraprofessional positions as permanent, rather 
than temporary “federal” jobs), and increased benefits.” 16 In December of 1969, after Riessman 
wrote to say that “the AFT’s drive to organize the paraprofessionals is great,” Selden replied 
candidly (this conversation is related in Chapter 3, as well).17 “I really think that so far as 
education is concerned,” he wrote, “the AFT will be able to do a great deal to help the new 
paraprofessionals” but also that “there will be a certain amount of subversion of your original 
concept. Most teachers are not interested in revolutionizing the nature of this service.”18 
 In the summer of 1970, the AFT offered its own comprehensive vision for para-
professional programs for the first time. This vision was born of the union’s own organizing 
efforts, and built on its previous responses to new legislation, the ideas of New Careers scholars, 
and community activism. The union affirmed “the need to have more paraprofessionals drawn 
from the local community working in the schools is obvious” and resolved “that all locals ask 
their school boards for paraprofessional programs.” Programs were to rest on five principles: 
                                                
15 Conference in honor of David Selden, 1990, Box 2, Folder David Selden, UFT-OH 
16 Letter from Selden to Riessman, May 6, 1969, AFT-Selden, Part II, Box 5, Folder I: New Careers, 
Paraprofessionals 1967-1971. 
17 Letter from Riessman to Selden, December 3, 1969, AFT-Selden, Part II, Box 5, Folder I: New Careers, 
Paraprofessionals 1967-1971. 
18 Letter from Selden to Riessman, December 12, 1969, AFT-Selden, Part II, Box 5, Folder 1: New Careers, 
Paraprofessionals 1967-1971. 
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1) no educational restrictions for entry into the program;  
2) pay increments will be based upon education level and experience on the job;  
3) released time will be provided for those pursuing college work concurrently;  
4) college unit equivalencies will be granted for training gained on the job;  
5) persons who are successful in such a program will be encouraged to work toward the 
goal of entering the teaching profession with full time certified status19 
 
The union committed itself to “seek national legislation to fund such programs at the state 
and local level.” Most importantly, it created a “special para-professional committee to develop a 
national program based upon the above stated principles” comprised of “a majority of 
paraprofessionals.” 20 These resolutions combined the AFT’s commitments to professionalism, 
collective bargaining, and legislative advocacy with significant elements of the New Careers 
vision and lessons learned from the first paraprofessional unionization drives. Most importantly, 
they codified the leadership of paraprofessional educators themselves in future campaigns.  
 These resolutions directed significant AFT resources to paraprofessional organizing, and 
Selden and Albert Shanker convinced Velma Murphy Hill to chair the new special committee. 
For Hill, privileging the voices of community-based educators was paramount. As she recalled in 
1985, in the early years of paraprofessional programs, “there were all kinds of forces in 
Washington and the community who had an agenda for these women … there were all these 
people speaking for paraprofessionals, but paraprofessionals weren’t speaking for themselves.” 21 
The union had also embraced a New Careers argument for restructuring the existing system to 
help paras become teachers, a demand which had appeared in local drives across the country. 
Some teachers opposed experiential credits, as well as paid training for paras, having financed 
their own degrees themselves. As Hill remembered, “some of them were a little unhappy about 
                                                
19 “Paraprofessionals” 1970: AFT-Selden, Part I. Box 10, Folder 41: Paraprofessional National Committee. 
20 Ibid.  
21 Velma Murphy Hill, UFT Oral History Collection, 1985, Box 2, Folder Velma Hill.  
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… giving them [paras] something that was never offered to them when they started their 
careers.”22 Finally, the AFT had committed to fighting for federal funding for para jobs, a 
significant evolution for the union that had considered opposing the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act outright in 1966 (as discussed in Chapter 1).  
 The union’s sunny resolutions, however, stood in contrast to the more restrictive 
constitutional provisions the AFT adopted for paras. This juxtaposition is present in a handbook 
titled “Organizing Paraprofessionals” that the National Steering Committee put out in 1973. The 
pamphlet gathered AFT resolutions together with constitutional provisions for paraprofessional 
members in an appendix. The resolutions affirmed the contributions of paraprofessional 
educators in classrooms, schools, and communities, and the union. Organized thematically, they 
began by asserting that “research discloses” a trio of benefits for students and teachers: 
a) paraprofessionals who themselves have lived in disadvantaged environments often 
communicate to children in ways which are neither threatening nor strange; 
b) that they also are able to interpret some aspects of children's behavior to middle class 
professionals, and frustrations which children in inner-cities face, often are able to 
motivate these children to further effort; and 
c) that the presence of paraprofessionals can effectuate changes in a child's self-concept 
as well as changes in his attitude toward schools.23 
 
The AFT resolved to “actively support the use of both men and women of minority group 
background in paraprofessional positions.” This support relied on two premises: “the teacher and 
paraprofessional share a common concern for the improvement of the educational program” and 
“the interests of teachers, leaders, and paraprofessionals can best be served by an alliance.” 24  
                                                
22 Ibid. 
23 Organizing Paraprofessionals: A Manual Prepared by the Committee on Paraprofessionals (American Federation 
of Teachers, Washington DC, 1973). 
24 Organizing Paraprofessionals. 
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On the question of organizing tactics, the union focused on the importance of coalition-
building and solidarity, noting “wherever possible, AFT locals [should] be urged to organize 
paraprofessionals and teachers into one bargaining unit to facilitate greater strength in bargaining 
with school districts.” The pamphlet also asserted that “the strike remains a vital and necessary 
weapon for teachers” and “the effectiveness of such strikes would be strengthened by a common 
employer.” 25 These arguments appealed to teachers as much as to paras, making a case for 
solidarity across lines of class, race, and urban geography.  Such appeals had been central to the 
“internal education” campaign that Sandra Feldman led in New York City to convince 
conservative teachers to support paraprofessionals in the event of a strike.  
While the union’s primary focus was unity, it did acknowledge the specific challenges 
that paras faced, albeit in passing. “Paraprofessionals are overwhelmingly women and minority 
people and their working conditions are therefore affected by racism and sexism,” the union 
noted, and they also “suffer from poor pay and working conditions, and a lack of job security and 
fringe benefits.” As a consequence, in addition to bargaining for “adequate pay, job security, and 
working conditions for paraprofessionals, “the content of the American Teacher [the AFT’s 
newsletter] should reflect the needs and struggles of paraprofessionals.” Compared to the power 
of collective bargaining, “reflecting the struggles” of paras in the union newsletter seems a rather 
anodyne response to “racism and sexism.” However, it opened the door for paraprofessional 
educators to make their presence and perspectives known within the AFT, something the 
National Paraprofessional Steering Committee did regularly in the 1970s.  
The union’s new constitutional provisions regarding paras, however, worked not to 
amplify but to dampen para voices. While the AFT may have recognized the need for para-
                                                
25 Organizing Paraprofessionals. 
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professional representation in the pages of the American Teacher, these provisions show that the 
union moved simultaneously to contain the impact of paraprofessional organizing on the shape 
and structure of its locals and the national organization. At the local level, as UFT field organizer 
Gladys Roth noted in 1970, paras “outnumber teachers in the very schools where teacher 
turnover is high and morale is low.” As a consequence “under the present chapter structure ... 
para-professionals can dominate many school chapters.”26 The UFT did not adjust its chapter 
structure at the school level, but the AFT as a whole used a dues-based system of representation 
to blunt the impact of paraprofessional unionization on the union.  
As explained in the provisions, “paraprofessionals shall be counted in determining the 
delegate strength of the local … at ½ the constitutional formula for apportionment of delegate 
strength.”27 The explanation for this was that paraprofessionals paid half the dues of teachers, 
and sometimes less, but given the racial dynamics involved, it reads as a twentieth-century three-
fifths clause. This “representation in return for per capita taxation” was an accepted form of 
union democracy under federal law, and the AFT noted that the rival National Education 
Association (NEA) did not offer its “auxiliary” (paraprofessional) members any voting power at 
all until forced to by a court decision in 1979.28 However, structuring representation in this way 
reproduced the inequalities of the public sector salary scale in the union hall, rewarding those 
with higher salaries and limiting the power of the most poorly compensated educators. It served 
to define paraprofessional labor as subordinate to the labor of teachers, offering a hierarchical 
definition of the work of education that privileged the AFT’s “professional” membership.  
 
                                                
26 Gladys Roth to Albert Shanker, January 20, 1970, UFT Box 80, Folder 6. 
27 Organizing Paraprofessionals  
28 AFT report on the NEA, 1982 AFT-Shanker, Box 55, Folder 40. 
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III. The National Paraprofessional Committee: Building Civil Rights Unionism 
 While the AFT’s leadership adopted policies that aimed to assimilate community-based 
educators into the mainstream of teaching and teacher unionism, the National Paraprofessional 
Steering Committee crafted a more potent agenda for change. This committee worked tirelessly 
throughout the decade to organize paraprofessional educators. Velma Murphy Hill’s leadership 
relied on the same philosophies and strategies that had worked for her in New York City. 
Trained by Bayard Rustin and A. Philip Randolph, Hill was committed to civil rights unionism; 
to working within the labor movement to promote economic and political opportunities for 
African Americans and those engaged in similar struggles for social and economic justice. 
Contrasting the work of Hill and Rustin in the AFT with the organizing of Preston Wilcox and 
other community-control advocates in Afram  reveals that community education was a central 
site for debate and experimentation in the long Black freedom struggle. These debates took place 
on the common ground of economic opportunity; as David Stein writes, “the Black Panther Party 
and civil rights activist Bayard Rustin did not agree on many things in 1967, but they both 
thought the government should ensure that everyone who wanted a job had one.”29 How to go 
about ensuring full employment through organizing, and what kind of transformation this 
process would effect, proved the substance of this debate. 
As resolved by the Executive committee, the Para Committee “consist[ed] of a majority 
of para-professionals” themselves, all of them Black and Hispanic women.  They began by 
surveying the contracts they had won in their respective cities for best practices. They followed 
up by surveying the AFT’s locals and state federations to learn more about the status of 
paraprofessional educators in those states and to support any efforts already underway.  
                                                
29 David Stein, “Making Freedom a Fact” Jacobin, March 23, 2016. https://www.jacobinmag.com/2016/03/coates-
reparations-welfare-randolph-du-bois/ Stein’s title paraphrases W.E.B. Du Bois from Black Reconstruction (1935). 
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The Committee developed a program based on their experiences and their research that 
was published in 1973 as “Organizing Paraprofessionals,” reflecting the needs and desires of 
paraprofessional educators around the country.30 Even before their program was published, the 
Committee began the work of building paraprofessional solidarity, using a trio of tactics: 
circulating materials, traveling widely, and hosting paraprofessional conferences. “What we did 
with that national committee,” Hill recalled, “was to go out and help with the organization of 
paraprofessionals in California and in Baltimore and in New Orleans and all over the country.” 31 
They circulated materials widely – particularly those produced in New York City – to locals 
developing campaigns to provide ideas and strategic support. They traveled the country 
providing logistical support and inspiration to organizers and educators as they unionized. 
Finally, they hosted conferences to bring paraprofessionals together and make their voices heard.   
Throughout this process, Hill and the committee emphasized Black women’s leadership. 
As Hill explained, “the emergence of a black paraprofessional leadership was also credible … to 
why people – why paraprofessionals – came into the UFT.” 32 The women who led the National 
Paraprofessional Committee worked to bring the voices of Black and Hispanic women (as well 
as Asian-American women and Native women in certain districts) in their locals, the AFT, the 
labor movement, and public schooling more broadly. They did so by joining AFT committees on 
Civil Rights, Women, and Teacher Training, by lobbying legislators at the local, state, and 
national level, and by partnering strategically with freedom struggle activists and New 
Careerists. While operating, always, under the aegis of the AFT, and thus constrained in certain 
                                                
30 Organizing Paraprofessionals  
31 Velma Murphy Hill Interview, 1985, Box 2, Folder Velma Murphy Hill, UFT-OH  
32 Ibid. 
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cases by the union’s leadership, the Black women who led the Para Committee were at the 
forefront of Rustin’s “nationwide struggle for equality” in these years. 
This process began with the formation of the committee itself. By April of 1972, 
Demothenes DuBoise of St. Louis, Phyllis Hutchinson of Portland (Oregon), Lorretta Johnson of 
Baltimore, Violet Larry of Detroit, Norma Martinez of San Francisco, and Edna Morgan of 
Boston had joined Hill on the committee.33 While they represented geographically and 
demographically diverse AFT locals and school districts, all of these women had worked as 
paraprofessionals in public school classrooms. In addition, all of them had either led or were in 
the midst of leading paraprofessional organizing campaigns, and they were nominated to work 




                                                
33Executive Council, Abridged Proceedings, April 21-22, 1972, AFT-Inventory, Box 32, Folder 3; Letter from 





Figure 13: The AFT’s National Paraprofessional Committee, 1979. Pictured, from left, are 
Velma Murphy Hill (New York), Lorretta Johnson (Baltimore), Dorothea Bell (Philadelphia), 
Ernestine Brown (Chicago), Linda Cook (San Francisco), and Nina Marchand (New Orleans). 
Source: United Federation of Teachers, Photo Collection 
 
These organizers brought their own experience and materials from their locals – 
including contracts – to the National Paraprofessional Committee, but they also launched an 
information-gathering project to amass supplementary materials and to inform their own efforts. 
In the fall of 1972, they circulated an “AFT Para-Professional Survey” to locals across the 
country, asking how many paraprofessionals worked in local districts, what their duties were 
(and who defined them), if these paras were unionized (and if so, in what union), and whether 
these locals would be willing to send a paraprofessional representative to the AFT’s Convention 
or to a National Conference on Paraprofessionals in 1973. The survey asked locals to attach “any 
materials which are related to Para-Professionals (organizing literature, contracts, state 
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regulations, job descriptions, etc.).” 35 Allies in the policy world helped supply these materials, as 
well; New Careerists in state and federal positions forwarded guidelines they drafted to AFT 
leaders, particularly Selden, who forwarded them to the Committee. 36 New Careerists shared 
these materials because they shared two goals with the union. Both groups wanted to ensure that 
paraprofessionals were not used as all-purpose cheap labor by principals and administrators, and 
both sought to turn promised career ladder programs into realities, as paraprofessionals and 
union organizers had done in New York City.  
 After a year of collecting information, the National Committee produced its manifesto, 
“Organizing Paraprofessionals,” which offered the Committee’s guidelines for unionizing 
paraprofessional educators (and also, as mentioned previously, collected all of the AFT’s 
existing resolutions regarding paras). The pamphlet, while created by the paraprofessional 
Committee, was aimed primarily at local teacher union leaders, and its discussions of organizing 
focused both on bringing paraprofessionals into the union and on making teachers comfortable 
with this process. While it drew on the experience of all of the Committee members, it also 
presented an unmistakably “New York” vision for paras and the work of education.  
The opening paragraphs announced “The paraprofessional movement is a nationwide 
phenomenon,” and described the evolution of paraprofessional programs in tandem with War on 
Poverty programs. The booklet outlined a “four-fold” rationale for employing paras:  
1. Relieve teachers of non-teaching chores 
2. Provide another adult model in the classroom 
3. Reinforce the teaching process under the direction of the teacher 
4. Hire persons who would meld the school and the community.  
                                                
35 AFT Paraprofessional Survey, Received Completed by William Penn Federation of Teachers (PA), January 10, 
1973. AFT-Selden, Box 10, Folder 41. 
36 Memo: November 9, 1972, From Selden to Velma Murphy Hill and members of para committee, sharing Teacher 
Aide Guidelines as adopted by the Michigan State Board of Education from November 7, 1972. AFT-Selden, Box 
10, Folder 41. 
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The opening section noted that by 1973, over 300,000 paras were at work in the American school 
system. It outlined the myriad programs that employed paras, the wide range of work they did, 
and closed with a celebratory exhortation: “Paraprofessionals are here to stay!” 37 
 “Organizing Paraprofessionals” opened with a declaration about the “paraprofessional 
movement,” but it made no mention of the Civil Rights Movement nor any parent-led struggles 
to create paraprofessional jobs. The rationale it outlined safely consigned paras to working 
“under the direction of the teacher” as apprentices and aides. The pamphlet did note that the 
AFT’s own organizing philosophy had changed, and that a union formerly comprised of “all 
teachers, all professionals” was now a “vertical union” that now directed its organizers to “go out 
and organize everyone school-based or school-connected.” Unsurprisingly but tellingly, the 
pamphlet emphasized similarities between paras and teachers, and the potential these points of 
overlap offered for organizing and solidarity. No explicit mentions were made of race, class, or 
the segregated geographies of schooling. As Velma Murphy Hill explained, her goal as an 
organizer was to transcend ethnic divisions. As she had in New York City, Hill asked the paras 
she organized to put aside their racial and ethnic identities. “You are nothing but a trade 
unionist” she told them “and you’ve got to think that way or you’re going to lose.” 38  
 Hill’s message echoed the philosophy of her mentor, Bayard Rustin, who continued to 
support paraprofessional organizing as an antidote to what feared was a fracturing of the 
coalition between civil rights and labor organizers. In a 1970 essay titled “The Blacks and the 
Unions,” Rustin noted the contraction between the fracture of leadership and the fact that Black 
Americans were both the most unionized workforce in the country and the fastest-growing 
                                                
37 Organizing Paraprofessionals. 
38 Velma Murphy Hill Interview, 1985, Box 2, Folder Velma Murphy Hill, UFT-OH. 
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segment of the labor movement, particularly in public sector jobs. Public sector organizing – and 
here Rustin specifically mentioned paraprofessional labor, which was “shamefully underpaid” – 
should, to Rustin’s mind, have been a central issue for both the labor movement and Black 
freedom struggle.39 As Rustin argued to the AFL-CIO in 1969, “we eradicate white fear and 
black rage by satisfying the real needs of all our people” and creating new jobs.40 Hill’s emphasis 
on defining paras first and foremost as “trade unionists” privileged unity, while the AFT’s larger 
strategy of assuaging teacher concerns and playing down the civil rights origins of 
paraprofessionalism was designed to avoid “white fear.” For these strategies, Rustin has been 
labeled a “racial accommodationist,” while his supporters have argued that he was a principled 
“humanist” who focused on the unifying power of class and economic issues.41 For Hill, the 
challenge was putting this humanism to work in a climate rife with both rage and fear.   
  The bulk of “Organizing Professionals” was thus devoted to organizing tactics. The 
authors emphasized the need for research to determine both the structure of paraprofessional jobs 
and the state of public sector collective bargaining in local school districts. They also urged local 
leaders to make adjustments to their local constitutions “to have the paraprofessionals brought 
into your local as a functional chapter and not as a separate local.” Cited as official AFT policy, 
this stance was adopted in contrast to the National Education Association’s strategy of creating 
separate locals for school staff. It was also a rebuke to the Detroit Federation of Teachers, whose 
leadership had opted to create a separate local, the Detroit Federation of Paraprofessionals, rather 
                                                
39 Bayard Rustin, Down the Line; the Collected Writings of Bayard Rustin. Introd. by C. Vann Woodward (Chicago: 
Quadrangle Books, 1971). “The Blacks and the Unions”  
40 Daniel Levine, Bayard Rustin and the Civil Rights Movement (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 
2000). 217. 
41 On Rustin’s humanism, see Jerald Podair, Bayard Rustin  : American Dreamer (Blue Ridge Summit, A: Rowman 
& Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2008). On Rustin’s accommodationism, see Daniel Perlstein, “The Dead End of 
Despair,” in Civil Rights in New York City, edited by Clarence Taylor (New York, Columbia Press, 2011).  
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than bring paras into their union. While, in some instances, paraprofessionals formed separate 
AFT locals in these years (most often when teachers in the district were organized by the NEA), 
the AFT was committed to the idea that paras and teachers were better off together. 
 Once the local union was ready to receive paraprofessionals, the pamphlet advocated para 
leadership in the campaign. “It has been proven,” the Committee wrote, “that paraprofessionals 
do very well in explaining to other paraprofessionals why they need your local to represent them. 
They also help bridge the gap between the two groups.” A steering committee of 
“paraprofessional leaders” was recommended to establish “well-planned and frequent personal 
contacts,” to draft letters to paras regarding unionization, to schedule meetings and rallies, and to 
formulate the constitution for the para chapter. The local could supplement these efforts with 
leaflets on recommended topics, including “Why you need a united team?” and “What the AFT 
can do for you.” Teacher concerns, including scabbing, spying, and dilutions of professionalism, 
were addressed in a “questions and answers” section, as were paraprofessional concerns such as 
“we will get second class status” and “they are a professional group, not a labor union.” 
Template slogans for flyers were also included, such as “If you work with children, you belong 
in the AFT” and “Paraprofessional + Teacher = A Better Way.”  
 Finally, the pamphlet noted, education was “the heart of the campaign.” By this, the 
authors meant educating paras about the benefits of AFT membership, including “increased 
pay,” “seniority – protection against layoff,” “paid sick leave,” “health plan,” “insurance,” 
“travel discounts,” “book discounts,” and “career ladder – high school equivalency and college 
courses.” These lists captured the essence of the AFT’s appeal: for workers who had been 
recruited from poverty and whose positions were, in most cases, tenuous, the union offered the 
possibilities, benefits, and privileges of the American middle class.  
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 The National Paraprofessional Committee aggressively distributed their pamphlet to 
locals, along with copies of the materials they collected in from early organizing drives. As UFT 
Paraprofessional Chapter Chair, Velma Murphy Hill had shared materials with union organizers 
and educational administrators in Philadelphia and San Francisco, and she knew the value of 
circulating materials.42 The papers of AFT locals that organized paras in the 1970s reveal a 
remarkable level of intellectual and material exchange, facilitated by the Paraprofessional 
Committee. Organizers from the Kansas City Federation of Teachers, which won its first 
paraprofessional contract in 1971, studied articles by Bayard Rustin about Black workers in the 
trade union movement, paraprofessional job descriptions from the Los Angeles Unified School 
District, a “working agreement” between the school district and the association of 
paraprofessionals in Tacoma, Washington, and Boston’s career ladder program.43 The 
Massachusetts Federation of Teachers, led by Rose Claffey, made a priority of paraprofessional 
organizing and helped to circulate materials. Organizers in Springfield (MA) kept complete 
copies of New York City’s landmark contract on file and used highlights from both New York 
City and Philadelphia in their campaign literature.44 Claffey’s home local in Lynn, Massachusetts 
used examples closer to home, citing contracts in Boston, New Bedford, Peabody, and 
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Springfield during its own paraprofessional unionization drive.45 Paraprofessional educator 
Norma Martinez of San Francisco represented the San Francisco Federation of Teachers on the 
National Committee, which gave her union access to a tremendous amount of useful material in 
its campaign. On the West Coast, the SFFT used paraprofessional contracts and flyers from New 
York City, Baltimore, Detroit (all of which were represented on the National Committee), 
Philadelphia, and Pittsburgh to craft its own campaign. The SFFT also worked with policy 
studies from Garda Bowman and Gordon Klopf of Bank Street College in New York City, as 
well as paraprofessional handbooks from New York City and Oakland AFT chapters. 46    
When locals succeeded in their unionization drives, they added their own materials to the 
circuit. By 1974, the KCFT was forwarding its contract and flyers to St. Louis Teachers Union 
and the Indiana Federation of Teachers, noting that in their local, “paras are full members with 
equal voting power and representation on executive board.” 47 Springfield’s SFT shared its 
contract with locals in industrial towns across Massachusetts, including Lynn and New Bedford, 
and San Francisco forwarded materials to the National Committee. 
 As recommended in the AFT’s resolutions, the National Paraprofessional Committee 
celebrated paras and their campaigns in the pages of the AFT’s American Teacher. These articles 
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not only announced successful unionization drives, but provided inspiration, information, and 
images for ongoing campaigns as well. Locals in Kansas City, Springfield, and San Francisco all 
kept articles from the American Teacher in their clippings files, and the SFFT turned an article 
titled “NYC Paraprofessionals ok first contract” into a flyer, with the addendum “The AFT can 
help paraprofessionals.” 48  
 In addition to circulating materials, National Paraprofessional Committee members and 
their allies traveled extensively to promote paraprofessional unionism, support active campaigns, 
and recognize successful drives. The San Francisco Federation of Teachers invited Velma 
Murphy Hill to visit during their campaign of 1975-1976, as did the Lynn Teachers Union. 49 
Shelvy Young-Abrams, who worked with Hill in New York City, traveled to Houston and 
Atlanta to meet with paraprofessional educators and share New York City’s story.50 Relatively 
local travels were common; Rose Claffey drove ninety miles west from Lynn to Springfield to be 
present for the signing of the SFT’s paraprofessional contract, while KCFT paras traveled east 
across their state for an inter-urban meeting of paras in St. Louis in 1974.51  
The Committee’s travels took its members to many big-city locals where the AFT was 
seeking to expand its presence, but they also sought to break new ground for the AFT in smaller 
towns, as well as the right-to-work states of the American South and Southwest. In 1978, Eugene 
Didier, director of the AFT’s “Special Organizing Project” in the South wrote to Hill to thank her 
for visiting the Albuquerque Teachers Aides Association, an independent group. “Your 
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willingness to spend several hours with such a relatively small group as the ATAA, which may 
or may not even decide to affiliate” he noted, “gives evidence of your devotion to our great 
movement.” 52 “Organizing Paraprofessionals,” had reminded prospective unionists of the value 
of personal contacts in organizing. The Committee lived up to its words across the country.  
 In addition to bringing their experiences and expertise to paraprofessional educators 
across the country, the National Paraprofessional Committee gathered paras together at AFT 
Conventions and Paraprofessional Conferences throughout the 1970s. The first National 
Paraprofessional Conference held in Washington on May 18, 1973, brought over 200 
paraprofessionals together from dozens of locals. 53 Planned largely by Velma Murphy Hill, 
Lorretta Johnson, and Edna Morgan, the one-day conference opened with a welcome address 
from AFT President David Selden and included sessions on “The Congress, the President, and 
the Paraprofessional,” “Minorities and Unions,” featuring Don Slaiman, the Director of the Civil 
Rights Department of the AFL-CIO, along with Hill and Albert Shanker. The Conference 
included practical workshops on organizing techniques (led by Hill), the “career ladder,” and 
“The Paraprofessional and the Teacher: Partners on the Job.” Vernon Jordan, President of the 
National Urban League and Congressman Andrew Young were invited to speak at lunch, while 
Bayard Rustin closed out the day with a discussion of “Building Coalitions for Educational 
Change.”54 Much like Rustin, the design and themes of the conference espoused civil rights 
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unionism, committed to improving the lives of poor and working-class Black women workers 
through political participation and coalition building, led by the labor movement. 
 Creating a political voice for paraprofessional educators in the nation’s capital was a 
crucial part of these organizing efforts. In addition to hosting sessions on legislative and 
administrative educational policies, the National Committee planned a press conference with 
members of congress “from areas of major paraprofessional concentration.” 55 Among those they 
invited were former Vice-President and Senator from Minnesota Hubert H. Humphrey (who was 
also asked to speak at the conference, though he declined), and New York City Congressman 
Charles Rangel.56 Rangel was also unable to attend, but he wrote enthusiastically of “a group that 
has become vital to the success of our school system in NYC.” Addressing paras themselves, 
Rangel added, “You have the special skills and knowledge to make the inner-city youth, and the 
work you are doing is making the schools, at long last, a part of the community. We all will 
benefit this as we benefit now from your participation in the system.” 57 
The National Paraprofessional Committee also asked paraprofessional educators to arrive 
in Washington a day early for a rally at the capitol in support of legislative funding for 
paraprofessional jobs. President Richard Nixon was in the midst of a string of vetoes and 
threatened vetoes of childcare and educational bills in 1973, and according to David Selden, “the 
whole federal aid question … [was] up for grabs.” Selden, along with AFT Vice-President 
Godfrey More (of the Baltimore Teachers Union), were “strong supportive of the rally idea,” 
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having already hosted an “Educational Survival Day” in April. 58 The rally was not the first time 
the AFT had petitioned Congress to support funding for paraprofessionals; Selden had partnered 
with Frank Riessman to plan a New Careers “materials raid” on the Capitol in conjunction with 
an AFT Leadership Convention in Washington in 1969.59 It was, however, the first time that 
AFT paraprofessionals spoke directly for themselves at an AFT event in Washington.  
Organizing paraprofessional conferences presented unique challenges. When the 1973 
Conference was announced, paraprofessionals from forty-four locals of the AFT expressed 
interest in attending, but eleven of those locals indicated that they had “no funds to send a 
representative. 60 Asking working mothers to take time to travel during the school year was 
onerous. By time the next National Paraprofessional Conference was planned, in 1978, the union 
was offering $100 to each local to send a representative. 61  
The 1978 Conference, titled “Paraprofessionals on the Move: Past, Present, and Future,” 
followed the form of the 1973 effort in many respects. 62 Panels included broad discussions of 
“Legislation and Lobbying,” “Paras and the Political Process,” and “The Role and Responsibility 
Paraprofessionals” led by speakers from the AFT, AFL-CIO, and federal and state education 
departments. A far more extensive list of practical workshops was grouped into “educational” 
services (“reading, language arts, math, Title I, Follow Through, and Headstart”), “related” 
services (“social services … such as Counseling, School-Community Research, Recreational, 
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Clerical, Food Services, Security, Transportation”) and “exceptional children,” the last of which 
reflected the growing use of paraprofessional educators in special-education roles. However, the 
1978 Conference featured far more paraprofessional voices. In addition to standbys Hill and 
Johnson, nearly all of the members of the National Paraprofessional Committee – including Nina 
Marchand of New Orleans, Dorethea Bell of Philadelphia, Ernestine Brown of Chicago, and 
Linda Cook of San Francisco – led or moderated workshops and panels.  
The 1978 Conference was also far larger and better attended; AFT President Albert 
Shanker recruited local presidents, as well as paraprofessional representatives, to attend, writing 
“The conference will highlight the level of paraprofessionals in the AFT and the importance of 
organizing paraprofessionals.” 63 In addition to the AFT’s $100-per-local offer, some locals 
invested their own money to encourage paras to attend; the UFT, Velma Murphy Hill’s home 
local, chartered a bus for the occasion.64 
Conferences, which continued on a biennial and then annual basis in the 1980s (and to 
the present day) brought paraprofessional educators together as a class of workers, building 
solidarity between them and demonstrating their increasing presence in the AFT. They promoted 
conversations between and among paras working in different classroom and school contexts, as 
well as different regions of the country facing a wide range of challenges. They allowed paras to 
liaise as a group with the AFT and the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (after 
1979, the Department of Education), both of which were headquartered in Washington, and to 
lobby Congress directly for continued funding for their jobs.  
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In addition to creating a presence for paraprofessional educators in the AFT through 
conferences, the members of the Paraprofessional National Committee and their collaborators in 
other parts of the AFT worked to bring paraprofessional voices into other AFT conversations. As 
the head of the UFT’s Paraprofessional Chapter and Chair of the National Paraprofessional 
Committee, Velma Murphy Hill was made a Vice-President of the AFT in 1972, in which 
capacity she joined several AFT committees. In these roles, she promoted paraprofessional 
organizing as part of the union’s mission. Serving on the union’s Civil Rights Committee in 
1972, she encouraged the Committee to move beyond voter registration (in an election year) and 
to “emphasize the participation of blacks, women, and people from the Labor Movement” in the 
Democratic party.65 Through the Civil Rights Committee, Hill also suggested hosting AFT 
conferences “career education as it deals with clients” and “bilingual education,” both of which 
were central concerns for paraprofessional educators. The Executive Council, as noted earlier, 
continued to express support for federal legislation that funded paraprofessional jobs; in 1973, 
the Council authorized resolutions to fight for the preservation of the ESEA, Economic 
Opportunity Act (EOA), and Manpower Development and Training Act (MDTA) just as 
paraprofessional educators were organizing their first national rally to fight for them. 66 
 The AFT Women’s Committee also became a forum for discussing paraprofessionalism. 
In a 1974 issue of the American Teacher, teacher Mary Smith of Gary, Indiana published an 
essay on “The Union and Paraprofessionals” alongside the “Women’s Rights Report.” Smith ran 
through the challenges that paraprofessionalism could pose for teachers, familiar questions of 
professionalism, supervision, exploitation, and certification. She noted that “paraprofessionals 
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have made an invaluable contribution to the instructional program offered in the schools … 
teachers and paraprofessionals agree that paraprofessionals drawn from within the school 
community have tended to increase the understanding between the school and the home.”67  
Smith went on to note that “widespread misunderstanding between the professional teacher and 
the paraprofessional” persisted on account of administrative problems: ill-defined roles, cost-
cutting, and principal overreach. “Just when a paraprofessional develops a fine working 
relationship with the children and the teacher” Smith wrote, “the job responsibilities and the 
‘boss’ may be changed.” 68 Smith’s description echoed the stories of paras and teachers in New 
York City’s campaign, in which female solidarity between paras and teachers in the face of 
administrative maneuvering laid the groundwork for unionization.   
Teachers and paras, Smith argued, were at the whim of administrators, and this was 
precisely where the AFT could intervene. The union could “develop guidelines which cross state 
lines in guarding the rights of all educational staff members.” She also noted that the AFT 
(through the National Paraprofessional Committee) would be “helping locals set up workshops to 
increase understandings between all employees.” Smith concluded in the language of 
“Organizing Paraprofessionals”; as she wrote, “Paraprofessionals are here to stay. And the 
professional teacher welcomes them to the AFT.” 69 
The work of these committees helped paraprofessional educators find a place for 
themselves in the AFT, and demonstrated the union’s commitment to their vision for 
paraprofessionals. Writing to Barbara Van Blake, the Director of the UFT’s Human Rights and 
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Community Relations Department, just after the 1978 Conference, St. Louis Paraprofessional 
Chairperson Cheryl Houston thanked her for presenting at the conference and added that her staff 
and Department “created a climate of unity that made me proud to be a working part of the 
AFT.” 70 Eugene Didier also wrote Blake from Atlanta, noting that both the Paraprofessional 
Conference and her willingness to connect to small local organizing efforts such as the one in 
Albuquerque helped support the AFT’s overall goals for expansion in the South and West. 71   
On the question of co-optation, of which the AFT was frequently accused, the 
paraprofessional committee developed a series of materials to reply, rejecting the community 
control in favor of civil rights unionism as the future of the Black freedom struggle. In her 
opening remarks at the National Paraprofessional Conference in 1978, Velma Murphy Hill told a 
story that had become a stock favorite in UFT publications, about a young African-American 
para (Hill’s friend Pat Jones) who had replied to accusations that her union – and Albert Shanker 
in particular – was racist by saying the following:   
“I used to be a domestic. I earned $50 a week and worked like a slave. It was a degrading 
job. Then I became a paraprofessional, joined the UFT and began to fight for a better life. 
Albert Shanker not only helped that fight, he led it. Now I earn a decent salary. I have 
paid vacations, sick leave, heath insurance, and other benefits. I also study so that some 
day I can get a college degree. My whole life has changed. You call it racism. Well, if 
that's racism [and she raised a fist clenched gently, in mock imitation of the militant 
salute] then that's the kind of racism black people need.”72 
 
Jones’s story, retold frequently by the UFT and the AFT in these contexts, captured both the 
possibilities and the tensions that the New York model offered to paras through the AFT’s 
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National Paraprofessional Committee. Hill, like her mentors Bayard Rustin and A. Philip 
Randolph, believed firmly in civil rights unionism, in building coalitions and working from 
within the increasingly powerful AFT to improve the working conditions and economic lot of 
poor and working-class Black, Hispanic, Asian-American, and (a small percentage of) white 
women. Hill was deeply committed to Black women’s leadership and promoting the voices and 
needs of paraprofessionals within her union. At the same time, she was wholly opposed to the 
programs of community control put forth in New York City by Preston Wilcox and others, 
visions that remained salient and powerful for many Black and Hispanic communities around the 
nation in these years. While these tensions did not keep the AFT and its locals from working 
productively with activists in certain cases, they ensured that the idea of “community control” 
remained outside the national union’s program for paraprofessional labor and organizing.  
IV. Kansas City: “Para Power!” Seeking Living Wages in Lean Times  
 The National Paraprofessional Committee worked tirelessly to promote paraprofessional 
organizing, but its campaigns would have meant little if unionization had not appealed to 
particular local unions and paraprofessional educators. While the three examples that follow are 
not meant to be representative, they offer a sense of how people facing a variety of challenges in 
a range of urban contexts made paraprofessional organizing a part of their broader struggles in 
these years (the AFT, through the 1970s and today, remains primarily a union of urban teachers 
in city school districts). The unifying features of their campaigns speak to the broad appeal of 
paraprofessional programs in education across the nation, while the diversity of approaches they 
developed is itself representative of how community-based educators facilitated a new kind of 
urban politics that was responsive to, and rooted in, particular experiences and conditions.  
 310 
Residents of Kansas City in 1970 faced the well-known challenges of the urban crisis: 
capital flight and suburbanization had led to the decline of the city’s population, jobs, and tax 
base, while the inequalities of urban segregation wreaked havoc in schools as in the broader city. 
Writing in 1968 to protest the transfer of paraprofessional educator Viola Hart out of his 
classroom, teacher Richard Wholf described familiar conditions for his students, “Most of our 
children are not used to an extremely stable environment at home, and one of the most stabilizing 
factors in their life is school.”73 However, Wholf wrote “Our children love and respect Mrs. 
Howard as they would someone in their family,” and Wholf relied on her to lead small groups in 
reading and perform clerical and grading work. 74 Wholf copied Louis Hurt, the president of the 
Kansas City Federation of Teachers (KCFT), on his letter. The 1970s were challenging years for 
the KCFT; the union struck twice to demand better contracts and fight funding cuts from a tax-
starved school board. In the midst of these battles, the KCFT embraced paraprofessional 
organizing as a strategy to build an interracial political coalition to demand municipal investment 
in Kansas City, in schools, students, neighborhoods, and jobs.  
 As they prepared their campaign in 1970, the KCFT corresponded frequently with the A. 
Philip Randolph Institute, amassing a trove of articles and speeches from Bayard Rustin. These 
included “Black Rage, White Fear: The Full Employment Answer” (discussed earlier in this 
chapter), which argued, “If there was full employment, blacks would not be in a rage because 
they do not have jobs, and whites would not be fearful that they will lose theirs.”75 Like the New 
Careerists discussed in Chapter 6, Rustin was increasing turning to public sector job creation as a 
route to full employment in the 1970s, with paraprofessional programs in mind. Rustin’s 
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correspondence with the KCFT was driven in part by his continued efforts to build coalitions of 
Black trade unionists; the KCFT had elected its first Black president, Louis Hurt, in 1967, and 
Hurt oversaw the recruitment of paraprofessional educators into the union.76 
 The KCFT also kept one eye on local activism, concerned that “community control” 
might come to Kansas City. A report on “Community Participation in Education” by the Kansas 
City Department of Human Resources was filed under “Community Control,” though the 
recommendations contained within it stopped far short of control. In addition to materials from 
Rustin, the union received correspondence on the “New York City School Crisis” including a 
long article on Ocean Hill-Brownsville by Maurice Goldbloom in Commentary. The union’s 
attention to these matters was not directly referenced in their recruitment of paraprofessionals, 
but it gives a sense of the ways in which the AFT and its locals contextualized their efforts, as 
well as the degree to which “community control” was, itself, a networked national movement.  
 Paraprofessional educators voted to join the KCFT in January of 1971, seeking living 
wages. Louis Hurt announced the victory by noting “Competence on the job is not enough. 
Organization is necessary for improvements in working conditions and salaries.” As evidenced 
by Wholf’s letter, paras in Kansas City has proved their value in the classroom, but good work 
alone could not guarantee them a fair share of a city budget under duress. Hurt concluded, 
“Teacher aides have an hourly rate of pay from $1.75 to $2.40. The School District has not 
allowed salary increases for paraprofessionals for five years.”77 One paraprofessional educator 
wrote in reply “thanks to you for having accepted us into your union.” 78 
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Figure 14: “Para Power Now!” Flyer urging paras to join the KCFT, 1971 
Source: Kansas City Federation of Teachers Local 691 Records 
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The KCFT’s Truman Holman, who led the campaign, corresponded regularly with the 
Kansas City’s Model Cities Program, which was developing its own “career ladder” program for 
paraprofessional educators using New Careers principles.79 Local Model Cities official Kathy 
O’Connor, like Riessman and Gartner in New York City, hoped the KCFT would be a partner in 
this effort, and she sent Homan copies of the New York Times article announcing the start of the 
City University’s program for UFT paraprofessionals, along with New Careers newsletters from 
New York.80 Holman replied with familiarity, referencing the KCFT’s ongoing campaign for 
paras: “Both articles will help me fight my never ending battle for truth, justice, etc.” 81 Writing 
in November to another official, Holman sang the praises of the new program, outlining his 
union’s own rationale for supporting para-to-teacher training programs in the process:  
“Your carefully outlined career lattice for paraprofessionals includes many of the features 
the AFT has determined are necessary components of … a program of teacher 
development that elevates paraprofessionals … Of primary importance to the school 
district is the knowledge that these newly certified teachers are well trained, already 
posses several years of classroom and teaching related work experience and are 
knowledgeable of KCSD procedures.” 82 
 
 Despite unionization and the support of the Model Cities program, paraprofessional jobs 
and training opportunities were threatened by federal and local budget cuts just two years later. 
Facing a shortfall of Title I funds, one school district official wrote to paras announcing a 
furlough. The memo thanked paras for “your willingness to assume your responsibilities without 
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pay so that our programs will be ready to operate when school opens,” but the writer continued, 
“I cannot, in clear conscience, ask you to make a noble sacrifice. I am deeply moved by your 
professionalism and loyal support in this educational crisis.” 83 As they had on both sides of the 
picket lines during the 1968 strikes in New York City, paraprofessional educators in Kansas City 
proved willing, in this instance, to work for free to support the children of their communities. 
Paras had taken advantage of career training opportunities, as well; a memo from the same office 
on the same day recorded that in one small program alone, five of seven paras were on the path 
to becoming teachers. 84 Members of the Model Cities Program, which was being phased out and 
replaced with Community Development Block Grants in 1973 and 1974 by the Nixon 
Administration, met with the Kansas City Board of Education to request “strategies be developed 
for the utilization and absorption of de-funded positions of paraprofessionals.” However, absent 
additional funding, there was nothing the city could do. 85   
 Competence on the job, as Louis Hurt had argued, was indeed not enough. In 1974, paras 
joined teachers in the KCFT in a forty-two day strike. Song lyrics circulated during the strike 
captured the union’s critique of the city’s budgetary strategy. Titled “Are Things Up to Date in 
Kansas City?”  and sung to the tune of “Kansas City” from the musical Oklahoma!, the union’s 
ditty noted “We’ve gone and built a sports complex several stories high/Convention Center and 
Crown Center always catch your eye.”. But was the city “up to date?” on account of these snazzy 
downtown redevelopment projects? No, the union replied, “Our education proves that it’s third 
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rate.” 86 Flyers circulated to paras during the strike read “KCFT Works for Paraprofessionals!!” 
and cited a list of ten gains, including “Salaries,” (noting raises to $3.08 an hour since 1971), 
“Holidays,” “Welfare,” and “Professional Growth.” The category “Other” included discounts on 
televisions, cars, furniture, and prescriptions, promoting the possibility of middle-class living.87  
 Throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s, paraprofessional educators in the KCFT 
continued to prove their competence on the job and also to fight for their jobs. Recruiting and 
organizing paras was an ongoing process; Norman Hudson, the KCFT’s new president, noted 
just before the 1974 strike that dues were a challenge for paras, but he urged these “important 
asset[s] in our educational system,” to join. 88 Paras continued to assert their value in the 
classroom; in 1979, during another contract campaign, one para wrote to the Board of Education 
blasting low pay for paras and asking “Does the board wish to be seen as providing the 
Specialists and children under its direction with walking pencil sharpeners – or – with Assistants 
who are skilled, knowledgeable, and experienced – professionals in their own right?” 89 During 
this campaign, the KCFT paras used their place in a national movement to recruit additional 
members, with a flyer that read “Get Under It: Paras and Teachers Under the Same Umbrella.” 
The umbrella atop the flyer contained the words “Job Security, $$$$ Security, Working 
Conditions, Professional Growth,” while the center of the image urged paras to “round out your 
professional life with AFT’s half-million members,” wrapped in the names of cities: New York, 
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Atlanta, New Orleans, St. Louis, Detroit, Baltimore, Philadelphia, Chicago.”  The vision of this 
national movement was cinched with the phase “a circle of strength for all of us.” 90 
During this campaign, the KCFT negotiated another raise for paras, up to $3.43 an hour 
starting in 1980. Theirs was, unmistakably, working-class labor; no para was getting rich or 
buying a home in the suburbs on this salary. 91 Still, the KCFT worked for paraprofessionals in 
the 1970s by providing bread-and-butter gains in wages and benefits, as well as limited career 
opportunities, while Kansas City suffered job loss and budget shortfalls.  
V. Community-Based Educators in Massachusetts: Building a Political Coalition 
 The story of public education in Massachusetts in the 1970s is dominated by the brutal 
battles over busing that rocked Boston in 1974, but across the state, lean times and political 
turmoil challenged schools, students, parents, teachers, and teacher unions.92 Rose Claffey led 
the Massachusetts Federation of Teachers (MFT) in these years, and she made paraprofessional 
organizing a central part of her organizing mission. Claffey, who had stood up for paras on the 
AFT Executive Council in 1966, promoted organizing drives across the state, including in cities 
where teachers were members of rival NEA locals. She regularly highlighted the work of paras 
in the Massachusetts Union Teacher, and throughout local campaigns, the MFT emphasized the 
need to build unity among teachers, paras, and parents to project political power. For Claffey, 
paraprofessional unionization as a component of unionism was not just about living wages and 
job security, but about building workplace dignity as a starting point for political participation. 
As she explained in an oral history in 1986, “we have to … decide whether or not unionism 
means something to us, and if it does, how much participation are we willing to offer to make the 
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goals of that union … a success.” 93 In this ongoing struggle, Claffey singled out paras, noting 
“in our work with the non-teaching personnel, we must see that any newly created roles in school 
departments employ people at living wages, not minimum wages.” 94  
 Boston developed a robust community-control and community-schooling movement in 
the late 1960s, with teacher aides, community teachers, and other paraprofessional educators 
working hard in the midst of it. Preston Wilcox and Afram partnered with the best-known of 
Boston’s community-based African-American schools, the Roxbury Community School, as 
Follow-Through Sponsors in 1970. Somewhat unusually, Boston’s paras organized themselves 
into an independent organization, the Greater Boston School Aides Association, before 
affiliating with the Boston Teachers Union in 1972. The BTU’s Edna Morgan joined the 
National Paraprofessional Steering Committee the following year, marking Boston’s entry into 
the ranks of the influential AFT locals that had organized paraprofessionals. 95  
 For Claffey and the MFT, however, Boston was only the beginning. Across the mid-size 
industrial cities of Massachusetts, the MFT led campaigns to bring in paraprofessionals. 
Springfield, Massachusetts, a city of roughly 150,000 people that had played host to experiments 
in early multicultural education in the 1940s and a contentious school desegregation case in the 
1960s, led the way.96 The AFT local there, the Springfield Federation of Teachers (SFT), won a 
close election against the NEA affiliate, the Springfield Education Association in 1970, 677 
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votes to 625, after being beaten by the latter in 1966.97 The SFT immediately moved to organize 
paras, capitalizing on the fact that the NEA did not, until 1971, welcome paras into their chapters 
(and then, they only did so as auxiliary members, without full voting or office-holding rights). In 
April of 1970, the newly-elected SFT circulated a memo to all of its building organizers that read 
“The AFT’s position has always been that all those working in and about the classroom have 
such a community of interest that they should be represented by the same organization.” 98 By 
May of 1970, the SFT had signed an agreement with the Springfield School District to hold an 
election for para representation the following June. Rose Claffey traveled ninety miles west to 
sign the agreement for the MFT, signaling her support. 99 
 The SFT deployed the same tactics in recruiting paras that it had in recruiting teachers. 
Chief among these was trumpeting the gains made by AFT locals elsewhere. In the 1970 drive 
for teachers, the SFT circulated flyers comparing salary schedules in Springfield and 
Philadelphia, and followed these up with flyers titled “If you liked Philadelphia, you’ll LOVE 
NYC” showing the UFT’s gains. 100 To recruit paras, the SFT gathered the paraprofessional 
contracts from the same two unions, and cited them both in its missive to building organizers in 
April of 1970. “If possible,” the memo read, “we should do the same, if only to avoid future 
strife between professionals and para-professionals.” 101 In addition to following the lead of 
flagship AFT locals, the SFT viewed unionization as a route to addressing classroom tensions. 
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 The SFT earned the allegiance of paraprofessional educators in June of 1971, winning 94 
of 117 votes cast. 102 Springfield’s paras were the first to organize with the AFT in Massachusetts 
(the Greater Boston School Aides Association would affiliate later in the year), and the following 
year, they accounted for 102 new active members in the SFT. Over the next few years, they 
made gains that AFT had made central to its mission. By 1973, paras in Springfield had access to 
a “diversified program of in-service training” with expenses reimbursed, and in 1973 and 1974, 
they won raises as well. 103  
 On the other side of the state, paraprofessionals in New Bedford took inspiration from 
Springfield as they organized in 1972. While New Bedford’s teachers were affiliated with the 
NEA, the MFT wrote to New Bedford’s paras in April to laud Springfield’s contract and extol 
the virtues of unionization. “As you know,” the MFT wrote, “the use of paraprofessionals in 
public education is a relatively recent development and has generated unique and particular 
problems for the employees involved. Many paraprofessionals across the nation have turned to 
the AFT, our parent organization, for assistance as they meet the challenge of this new and 
exciting position.”104 While the Massachusetts Teachers Association (the statewide NEA 
affiliate) chose to contest the election as well, the AFT’s record with paras carried the day that 
October, with 159 votes to their rival’s 14. 105  
In a memo explaining the needs of her fellow paras, New Bedford educator and organizer 
Geraldine Alves wrote to the MFT’s Paul Devlin to detail arbitrary behavior on part of 
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superintendent, denial of holiday pay, and evasive responses from person in charge of federal 
aide programs. 106 The contract the New Bedford Federation of Paraprofessionals signed in 1973 
emphasized workplace dignity, guaranteeing equity of access to workrooms, teacher lounges, 
other adult spaces in schools, as well as places for paras store their things and receive mail. 107 
This emphasis on access to “teacher” spaces in the schools may have indicated the presence of 
tensions between teachers and paras, a matter which concerned the NEA far less than the AFT in 
the early 1970s. The contract also equalized opportunities available to paras, requiring that 
notices of new positions to be posted and circulated by and through the union, and that any in-
service training opportunities be available to all paras. Finally, the contract provided significant 
raises; bringing the highest pay for paras to $3.45 from $2.80 per hour over three years. 108   
The MFT celebrated New Bedford’s standalone para victory on the front page of the 
Massachusetts Union Teacher in the summer of 1973.109 The newsletter reported the “First 
National Para Conference” in the same issue, noting that the MFT’s Paul Devlin led a workshop 
on “Organizing Techniques” that stressed “the dignity of the worker and how vital he or she is 
the union process.” The Union Teacher regularly celebrated paras in the early 1970s running 
photos and reports of successful campaigns, and reporting on speeches made by Sandra Feldman 
and Velma Murphy Hill at the MFT’s 1973 annual convention. 110 Hill returned with the UFT’s 
Maria Portalatin to speak at the first annual conference of the Greater Boston Aides Association 
in December of 1973, at the invitation of her fellow National Committee member Edna 
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Morgan.111  Speaking to the whole Federation, Hill emphasized the need for teachers to “join 
with other groups … blacks, other minorities, labor people, liberals – any who are concerned” to 
build “an open, integrated society.” 112 In the same issue that carried Hill’s remarks, the MFT 
noted that the Springfield Federation of Teachers had won another challenge from the NEA 
affiliate there, this time by a large margin.  
 
Figure 15: Sandra Feldman and Velma Murphy Hill speaking to the MFT, December 1973 
Source: Massachusetts Union Teacher, Jan-Feb 1974, 
 
 
                                                
111 Massachusetts Union Teacher Jan-Feb 1974, MFT Box 12, Folder 5 
112 Massachusetts Union Teacher, Spring 1973, MFT Box 12, Folder 5 
 322 
These political imperatives came to the fore in Rose Claffey’s hometown of Lynn, 
Massachusetts, where the unionization of paraprofessionals helped build the Lynn Teachers 
Union (LTU) in a political force potent enough to topple a hostile mayor and school board in 
order to win better funding for the local public schools. Lynn’s paraprofessionals joined the LTU 
in 1973, giving the Union 92% of their vote. 113  The LTU cited gains in Springfield, Boston, and 
New Bedford in courting paras, and their contract bore distinct similarities to Springfield’s and 
New Bedford’s, including raises from $2.75 to $3.00 an hour over two years and opportunities 
for advancement.114  In 1975, as a strike driven by a budget fight loomed, the LTU’s newsletter 
described the Union as a “growing force,” observing “increasing awareness on the part of 
teachers and paraprofessionals that ‘in unity there is strength’ is not a hackneyed phrase but, 
rather, a demonstrable reality has resulted in an increase in membership in the past two years 
alone of 25%.” The article argued that the Union’s 1,000 members could bring for 5,000 votes 
(counting “family and friends”) in the upcoming School Board and mayoral elections in Lynn, 
such that “the first time in the history of local politics, those who have the expertise to judge the 
educational needs of the community will be able to exert a positive influence in the direction of 
electing candidates conscious of those needs.” 115 In November of 1975 the LTU Newsletter 
declared victory after a two-week strike that September, signing new contracts with additional 
raises for paras and teachers in the months that followed. 116 Rose Claffey’s vision of an active, 
politically engaged labor movement that affirmed the dignity of all work and built political 
coalitions across race, space, and class was alive in her hometown, with paras in the middle. 
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VI. San Francisco: Building Community Support for Teacher Unionism 
 While the AFT in the 1970s became a more conservative, bureaucratized union in the 
eyes of many contemporaries and historians, California’s unionized teachers pursued a 
progressive agenda, one worthy of far more detailed attention than this brief overview of San 
Francisco’s paraprofessional organizers can offer. Without collective bargaining rights, the 
educators in the California Federation of Teachers (CFT) built organizing coalitions with the 
students, parents, and communities they served. They opposed the Vietnam War and the draft, 
sought affirmative action in public educational hiring, and, in the union’s words, served as the 
font of “enormous teacher militancy … supporting a plethora of student, minority, women’s and 
labor struggles.”117 In short, the CFT believed that to win popular support for collective 
bargaining rights, it had to support popular movements in the cities where teachers worked. In 
San Francisco, the CFT’s affiliate, the San Francisco Federation of Teachers (SFFT), pursued 
paraprofessional organizing within this framework of social movement unionism.  
 The SFFT’s organizing strategy paired proactive outreach with attention to local 
conditions. As discussed earlier in this chapter, the union’s president, James Ballard, wrote to the 
UFT upon hearing of their landmark contract, and the union amassed contracts from Baltimore, 
Philadelphia, and Pittsburgh for reference, as well as materials on New Careers programs and 
evaluations of paraprofessional educators from Garda Bowman and Gordon Klopf of Bank Street 
College of Education. One early SFFT flyer consisted of a complete copy of the AFT’s report in 
the American Teacher reporting New York City’s contract, annotated by the SFFT to read “AFT 
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can help para-professionals.”118 At the same time, the union courted local parent organizers, who 
had fought to bring paraprofessionals at the school. At the Raphael Weill School, a flyer from the 
radical Progressive Labor Party reported in 1972 that “an alliance of parents and teachers … 
forced the Board of Education to hire a paraprofessional for every classroom” three years prior. 
119 In the fall of 1970, the SFFT began building a partnership with Weill’s paraprofessionals, 
who had already organized themselves. In a letter to the chair of the paraprofessional council, 
Edna Herbert, Ballard requested a meeting with their Paraprofessional Council, asserting “We 
believe that it is necessary for employees to be united in a progressive and militant organization 
to bring about changes in working conditions. It is our belief that teachers and paraprofessionals 
should be in the same organization in order to make improvements for both groups.” 120  
In the spring 1971, paras and teachers in San Francisco went on strike, briefly, winning a 
“negotiated agreement” in the absence of a collective bargaining law from the City Council. 
Paras were promised a seven-percent raise, but the San Francisco United School District 
(SFUSD) broke the agreement when federal funds to the city were cut. The SFUSD also argued 
it was restricted from making good on its promise by the California State Education Code, which 
decreed if  “any school district establishes positions … and restricts initial appointments … to 
persons in low income groups or residing in specifically designated areas of the community … 
they shall not acquire permanent status or seniority credit.” 121 The SFFT protested vociferously, 
flyering with messages that read “School District Breaks Strike Agreement” and 
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“Paraprofessionals – fight for rights!” Norma Martinez, a paraprofessional educator and SFFT 
organizer at Buena Vista Elementary in the city’s Mission District, brought an individual 
challenge in the form of a grievance to the city, as well, bolstering the SFFT’s campaign. 
Martinez would become the SFFT’s first representative to the National Committee in 1972. 122 
For the Progressive Labor Party activists at Raphael Weill, the SFFT’s pressure was not enough: 
their broadside criticized the union for placing the paraprofessionals demand ninth in a list of 
nine union complains in one flyer. However, they did argue for unity, blasting the SFUSD’s 
“viciously racist attack on the Black, Latin, and Asian community of this city and [its] attempt to 
use racism to split off teachers from their natural allies, paraprofessionals and parents.” The flyer 
concluded with support for a strike, supported by “mass picketing” and “mass community 
support.” 123 Unlike New York City, where left-leaning activists routinely advocated working 
beyond the UFT in the 1970s, radicals in San Francisco believed the SFFT could be an ally.  
 The SFFT’s paraprofessional organizers worked to develop a strong paraprofessional 
chapter in the years that followed, producing bi-lingual flyers with demands including “pay 
increase, tenure, and a “New Careers Program.” 124 After the city moved to allow for collective 
bargaining late in 1973, SFFT President James Ballard wrote to teachers to ask their assistance in 
recruiting paras, noting “the AFT represents the majority of the paraprofessionals in the Eastern 
part of the country. These paras have won higher salaries, fringe benefits, job security, and most 
importantly, they have established a successful working relationship with teachers.” 125  The 
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SFFT’s ad-hoc organizing committee followed up in early 1974 to declare that “School District 
paraprofessionals have been the most exploited group of employees in San Francisco” and to 
urge their fellow paras to join the SFFT. “We believe” they wrote “that since we work with every 
day, we should be in the same union with teachers. We believe that through AFT representation 
we will improve our condition.” 126 Their claims mirrored those of paras across the nation, and 
paraprofessional Wesley Williams was added to the SFFT’s governing board. 127 When the SFFT 
went on strike in 1974, seeking their first contract, they included a 15% pay increase and job 
security for paras in their demands.128  
In 1974, as in 1972, the school district balked at paraprofessional organizing, claiming 
that paras remained categorically impermanent employees. The union, in turn, called the AFT for 
help. The SFFT wrote to ask for $7,000 for an organizing drive and strike fund in January of 
1974, and the AFT sent Velma Murphy Hill out to San Francisco in June.129 Paras signed cards, 
attended rallies, and joined committees, but their jobs were threatened anew when the SFUSD 
announced budget cuts and para layoffs that summer. The union responded with flyers in English 
and Spanish calling community members to defend paraprofessional jobs, noting that 
“paraprofessionals are the link between the school and the community”/“los paraprofesionales 
son la cadena entre la escuela y la Comunidad.” 130 The fight for paraprofessional job security 
and living wages continued throughout the 1974-1975 school year, and after extensive 
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community and union protest, the San Francisco Board of Examiners adopted changes to local 
laws that affirmed the permanence and pay guaranteed in the March 1974 agreement. Their 
victory was made possible by a combination of support and inspiration from the AFT, on the one 
hand, and by their commitments to community-based struggles, on the other. California adopted 
a statewide collective bargaining bill for K-12 teachers in 1975, and in the spring, San Francisco 
paras voted for the first time to elect the SFFT as their collective bargaining agent. 
 
 
Figure 16: San Francisco Federation of Teachers Paraprofessional Picket Line, 1974 





VII. “A Powerful Weapon in their Arsenal”: Teacher Unionism for Community Educators 
The range of organizing strategies deployed in Kansas City, Massachusetts, and San 
Francisco reflected the design and intention of paraprofessional programs themselves. 
Paraprofessional educators embodied connections and tensions between the needs of local 
communities and the imperatives of public schools; paraprofessional organizing thus meant 
building solidarity from the ground up in particular places while making space for para voices 
within the institutional framework of local, statewide, and national labor unions. This organizing 
grew increasingly important to the AFT’s organizing mission in the 1970s. As the union 
organized educators and sought contracts, it faced dwindling budgets, citizen tax revolts, and 
increasingly hostile attacks on the labor movement from public officials.131 Organizing 
paraprofessional educators not only helped the AFT expand its dues-paying membership, but 
improved its standing with the Black and Hispanic working-class communities from which 
paraprofessionals were drawn. As the power of industrial unions in urban politics faded in these 
years, coalitions of public-sector employees became increasingly important to progressive 
political efforts. These political shifts in the urban landscape cannot be understood without 
analyzing the changing racial and class status of these public workers.  
For their part, paraprofessional educators sought out the AFT across the country for the 
reasons they had in New York City: living wages, job security, and opportunities for 
advancement. In a study of over 1,000 school districts employing paraprofessionals in the early 
1970s, Jorie Lester Mark found that in the 265 districts where paraprofessionals were organized, 
“school systems consistently provide more liberal benefits,” including financial and academic 
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support for teacher training.132 A 1977 review of the Career Opportunities Program (COP) noted 
similarly, “Teacher unions were involved in urban COP matters, to the considerable satisfaction 
of the participants, who felt themselves protected in the bureaucratic jungle and found union 
backing of career lattice arrangements to be a powerful weapon in their arsenal.” The report 
added, approvingly, “The place of paraprofessionals in these teacher-dominated organizations is 
becoming stronger.” 133  
At the AFT’s national paraprofessional conference in 1988, Al Shanker reflected on the 
contributions paras had made to the union, calling the move to bring paras into the union “one of 
the best moments, not only in my career, but in the history of the organization.”134 He noted that 
the AFT had added 100,000 paras to its ranks in the preceding two decades, and that “paras the 
teachers have realized over the years how important it was for them to be together” in the AFT. 
“Sometimes,” Shanker noted, paras had been at the vanguard of AFT organizing; “in Baltimore 
for a long time we had the paraprofessionals, but we had lost the teachers, and it was really the 
work that Lorretta and the paraprofessionals did as a base to bring the teachers back into the 
AFT.” 135  Shanker cited similar efforts in Cincinnati and San Francisco in the 1980s, and closed 
this portion of his speech by noting, in the language of “Organizing Paraprofessionals,” that “it is 
pretty clear now that paraprofessional programs are here to stay.” 
Shanker also re-iterated his commitment to what he called “the career ladder concept,” 
citing a Carnegie Foundation report on the limited number of minority teachers in public schools. 
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“What sort of better effort can you make,” he asked “than if you have paraprofessionals who are 
already there and they are doing parts of the job and they understand that it is an avenue to 
advancement.” Shanker’s positioning here was strategic; the AFT had routinely opposed 
affirmative action in the 1970s and 1980s, going so far as to file an amicus brief in the Regents of 
the University of California v. Bakke case on behalf of the challenger. However, Velma Murphy 
Hill believed the AFT could support “affirmative action without quotas,” (as she described para 
programs), and promote advancement without upending seniority.136 The AFT’s alliance with 
paraprofessional educators, as members and fellow organizers, provided political and economic 
benefits to both groups in this era of scarcity. They also contributed to the growth of the Black 
and Hispanic teaching corps, which peaked in the mid-1980s as a percentage of the full-time 
teacher workforce thanks in large part to the recruitment and training of women through 
paraprofessional and career ladder programs.  
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Chapter Six: “From Aide to Teacher”  
The New Careers Movement and the Career Opportunities Program in the 1970s 
 
“The Career Opportunities Program was lineally descended from the Black civil rights and 
economic struggles of the generation that preceded it, and it was synchronized with the Hispanic-
American and American Indian quests for equality … [it] was a program of, by, and for minority 
Americans … to demonstrate that minority Americans could seriously address problems that the 
majority society had failed to solve.” 
 
George Kaplan, From Aide to Teacher, 1977 
 
“The emerging service state … is the battleground of neocapitalism.” 
 
Frank Riessman, Public Service Employment, 1973 
 
I. Introduction: Climbing the Ladder  
The AFT was the dominant organizing force among community-based educators in the 
1970s, but the leaders in policy innovation were the “New Careerists” affiliated with Frank 
Riessman’s ideas and institutions. The AFT’s embrace of the “career ladder” concept in its 
paraprofessional organizing drives of the 1970s relied heavily on the ideas, programs, and 
support of these New Careerists in New York City and Washington, D.C. Indeed, a significant 
minority of paraprofessional educators who joined AFT locals in these years found their jobs 
through a program of the Office of Education that was developed and run expressly on the model 
created by Frank Riessman and Arthur Pearl, the Career Opportunities Program, or COP.  
Across the country, community-based educators in the COP enjoyed access to consistent 
and highly-developed job and career training programs, on par or better than the UFT’s flagship 
program at CUNY. They also enjoyed the backing of a national network of New Careers scholars 
and supporters that was organized and guided by Riessman, Alan Gartner, and their colleagues at 
New York City’s New Careers centers. These New Careerists focused their energies on the 
development of the COP and extensive studies and reports about paraprofessional educators 
more broadly in the 1970s as a route to publicizing their wider vision for the future of the public 
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sector. As argued by Riessman in 1967, theirs was an “evolutionary revolution” to remake urban 
political economy through an expanded public sector intertwined with ongoing job training.1  
 Announced in 1965 by Arthur Pearl and Frank Riessman’s New Careers for the Poor as a 
program design employing “indigenous nonprofessionals” in human services, the New Careers 
vision evolved considerably in the following five years. In expanding and revising their program, 
New Careerists responded both to national-level political and scholarly debates and to the 
performance of these “indigenous nonprofessionals” themselves in demonstration programs. 
Riessman’s early work, particularly The Culturally Deprived Child (1962) seemed to fit neatly 
into the postwar “culture of poverty” paradigm popularized by Oscar Lewis and Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan, but as Robin Marie Averbeck writes “[Riessman’s later] publications are marked by a 
willingness to reconsider, or at least cast in a different light, some of his earlier positions.”2 
Riessman publically criticized Moynihan’s deployment of the “culture of poverty” in 1965, and 
increasingly surrounded himself with younger, more radical scholars at NYU’s New Careers 
Development Center (NCDC). These included Alan Gartner, who joined the NCDC after 
directing the Suffolk County, Long Island chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality. The 
publications Gartner and Riessman collaborated on during the late 1960s regularly repudiated the 
“culture of poverty” thesis and behavioral antipoverty policies in favor of what Gretchen Aguiar 
and Michael Katz call “maximum feasible employment.”3  
                                                
1 Frank Riessman, Up from Poverty; New Career Ladders for Nonprofessionals. (New York: Harper & Row, 1968). 
2 Robin Marie Averbeck, “The Other Riessman,” U.S. Intellectual History Blog, February 26, 2015, 
http://susih.org/2015/02/the-other-riessman.html. Averbeck argues in this piece that Riessman’s “flexibility never 
stretched to the point of questioning capitalism or seriously tackling institutionalized racism” and that he thus 
represented “the ultimate failure of liberals to grapple with the structural underpinnings of social and racial 
injustice.” Aguiar and Katz (cited below), however demonstrate that Riessman’s commitment to state-sponsored 
employment constituted a structural, if not radical, approach to poverty and post-industrial urban economies.  
3 Aguiar, “Head Start"; Michael B. Katz, The Undeserving Poor: America’s Enduring Confrontation with Poverty: 
Fully Updated and Revised (New York: Oxford, 2013). 
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As explained in 1968’s Up From Poverty, Riessman believed “If today’s revolution is to 
do more than protest, it must be based on programs designed, through group action, to increase 
the power of every individual by helping him acquire the means on which to base the central 
decisions concerning his life.”4 Riessman’s framing – “more than protest” – echoed that of 
fellow traveler Bayard Rustin, whose 1965 essay “From Protest to Politics” in Commentary 
presaged Rustin’s efforts to build a multiracial movement for a robust program of public-sector 
investment and job creation.5 Riessman’s own pursuit of a politics-beyond-protest strategy 
included critiques of the radical community organizer Saul Alinksy and his strategies for 
building local power outside of, rather than within, municipal bureaucracies.6 
 Up From Poverty highlights the interrelated quartet of roles that Riessman and New 
York’s New Careerists played from 1965 through 1980, as promoters, organizers, scholars, and 
practitioners of their model. The volume was dedicated to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., citing a 
letter he had written promising to attend the NCDC’s conference in June of 1968. It collected 
and disseminated works by a range of prominent thinkers and politicians in support of the New 
Careers vision, including Michael Harrington, who was to become an ardent New Careers 
supporter, and Robert F. Kennedy. Kennedy’s floor speech in support of the 1967 Emergency 
Employment Act (it was defeated) lauded the hiring of 116,000 teacher aides through the ESEA 
and noted “employment is the only true long-run solution” to poverty.7 Up from Poverty 
summarized and explained the recent legislation supporting the New Careers vision – the 
                                                
4 Riessman, Up from Poverty; New Career Ladders for Nonprofessionals. 
5 Bayard Rustin, “From Protest to Politics: The Future of the Civil Rights Movement,” Commentary Magazine, 
February 1, 1965, https://www.commentarymagazine.com/articles/from-protest-to-politics-the-future-of-the-civil-
rights-movement/ (accessed March 28, 2017). Rustin’s program for this shift to politics was laid out in the “Freedom 
Budget for All Americans,” which he co-authored and published out of the A. Philip Randolph Institute in 1966.  
6 Frank Riessman, “More on Poverty: The Myth of Saul Alinsky” Dissent 14:4 (July 1967) 
7 Riessman, Up from Poverty; New Career Ladders for Nonprofessionals, 21. 
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Scheuer Subprofessional Careers Act and the Education Professions Development Act – and 
encouraged officials, poverty warriors, and local activists to take advantage of it. The collection 
also gathered recent scholarship on paraprofessional educators showing “very positive” early 
reviews of programs. These including some studies conducted at sites run in partnership with the 
NCDC, as well as two massive government-funded examinations of para programs by Garda 
Bowman and Gordon Klopf of the Bank Street College of Education in New York City.8  
 As it evolved in the 1970s, the New Careers movement retained the three core 
commitments of community-based educational hiring: the hiring of poor and working-class 
people in newly-created “paraprofessional” roles to improve service delivery, build community 
participation in local governance, and create not just jobs but careers. However, as they 
witnessed the success of the paras they worked with in classrooms and training programs, the 
New Careerists shifted from a deficit-based intervention model to one that viewed working-class 
Black and Hispanic mothers as assets. As a report from Minnesota noted in 1974, “Since its 
beginning in 1969, COP has been based on the belief that the education of children from 
economically disadvantaged families can be improved by aides and teachers who come from 
economic and ethnic backgrounds similar to those of their students.”9 
With respect to employment, Harrington’s contribution to Up From Poverty cited A. 
Philip Randolph and Bayard Rustin’s proposed “Freedom Budget” and argued that New Careers 
positions did double duty, offering “material value” in the form of careers as well as 
                                                
8 Garda W. Bowman and Gordon John Klopf, New Partners in the Educational Enterprise: Report of Phase One of 
a Study of Auxiliary Personnel in Education (Bank Street College of Education, 1967); Garda W. Bowman and 
Gordon J. Klopf, New Careers and Roles in the American School., 1968, http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED027266. 
9 Nancy Falk, “A Study of the Utilization of Paraprofessionals Trained Under the Career Opportunities Program” 
(St. Paul, Minnesota Department of Education, 1975).  
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“contribut[ing] to the democratization of society.”10 In a collection edited by Gartner in 1971, 
Riessman agreed, arguing that data on paraprofessional programs painted “quite a convincing 
picture” of their effectiveness. However, Riessman continued, the New Careers movement was 
not a disinterested policy experiment, but a response to “demands, arising initially from the 
Black movement, are expressed specifically in the community-control movement which calls for 
accountability, relevance, and revitalization of the services.”11 In the same collection, Gartner 
introduced para programs as the legacies not just of the War on Poverty, but the Settlement 
House Movement, the Chicago Area Project, and most pointedly, the New Deal’s Works 
Progress Administration and National Youth Administration.12 The full-employment message of 
this lineage was clear; as Riessman wrote in 1967, “the notion is jobs first, training built in; that 
is, the job becomes the motivator for further development on the part of the nonprofessional.”13  
 New Careerists, then, were committed to reshaping both the work of education and the 
broader governance and purpose of the social welfare state. However, they remained committed 
to doing this through the mechanisms of the midcentury state and the large bureaucratic 
institutions – school systems and unions – that undergirded it. As Riessman told the House 
Committee on Education and Labor in 1968, “We have moved from the demonstration 
program to programs that are an integral part of the labor-management relationship.”14 
                                                
10 Riessman, Up from Poverty & New Career Ladders for Nonprofessionals. 17 
11 Gartner, Paraprofessionals and Their Performance. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Aguiar, “Head Start.” (Chapter 2: “I want to underscore the fact that the New Careers believed unemployment to 
be a root cause of poverty.  Rejecting the prevalent notion that training programs were the answer for the supposedly 
“hardcore” unemployed, the movement’s mantra became “jobs first, training built in.”); Frank Riessman, Training 
the Nonprofessional (Union, NJ: Scientific Resources Inc., 1967), http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED014642.pdf.  
14 Riessman, Up from Poverty; New Career Ladders for Nonprofessionals. “New Careers and the Employed Poor” 
(testimony before House Committee on Education and Labor) 188. 
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Riessman believed that well-run, well-funded demonstration programs would prove scalable 
models and be adopted by these major institutions. Unlike Saul Alinksy – or the AFT, or Preston 
Wilcox – Riessman believed political change could be made through a process of collective 
education that brought disparate factions together. The core of this transformation was in the 
training that New Careers interventions provided, not just for community-based educators but for 
all parties involved.  
II. Building a Career Opportunities Program 
 As community-based hiring soared in the late 1960s, the New Careerists under 
Riessman’s leadership at the New Careers Development Center developed in their work as 
promoters, organizers, scholars, and practitioners. This prepared them for the roles they would 
play for the COP in the 1970s. The NCDC acted as trainer and lead consultant on community-
based programs in East Harlem, and Riessman himself spent many hours with the new educators 
of Harlem Youth Opportunities Unlimited and Mobilization for Youth. From these experiences, 
Riessman and his partners developed more generalizable models for training and employing 
paras, which they published through the Office of Education in 1967 and 1968.15 Alan Gartner 
co-edited a “New Careers Newsletter” that included updates on new policies and programs from 
the federal Departments of Labor and Health, Education, and Welfare, supportive quotes about 
community-based education from President Richard Nixon and AFSCME, reports of successful 
para programs from around the country (including perennial New Careers favorite Minneapolis), 
and a New Careers bibliography.16  
                                                
15 “A Design for Large-Scale Training of Paraprofessionals” New Careers Development Center, NYU, Training 
Laboratory (May 1967); Frank Riessman et. al.“A New Careers Guide for Trainers of Education Auxiliaries” New 
Careers Training Laboratory, for the Office of Economic Opportunity (December 1968).  
16 Alan Gartner and Jane Schroeder, eds. “New Careers Newsletter” 2:5 (Fall 1968). 
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The NCDC hosted “New Careers Conferences” that brought together representatives of 
freedom struggles, labor unions, and municipal bureaucracies, including those that were 
regularly at one another’s throats. One such meeting was hosted by the New York New 
Careerists Association (an offshoot of the NCDC’s efforts) with a grant from the city’s Human 
Resources Administration in March of 1969. Invited guests included the UFT, George Wiley, 
Preston Wilcox, Luis Fuentes, Congressman James Scheuer, Jose Edwards, and Mayor John 
Lindsay.17 This lineup, consisting of several individuals then in open conflict with one another, is 
indicative both of the many players involved in community-based education programs and the 
brokerage role that Riessman hoped to play. Building on these conferences, the NCDC worked to 
build a National Council for New Careers. Riessman recruited public sector unionists including 
the AFT’s David Selden and Albert Shanker and AFSCME’s Victor Gotbaum, policymakers 
including Congressman Scheuer, and practitioners including Audrey C. Cohen of the College for 
Human Services to sit on the Council’s Board of Directors. 
The National Council for New Careers partnered with the AFT to conduct “materials 
raids” on Congress in 1969, and hosted national conferences in Washington to promote the 
inclusion of career-training opportunities in all new manpower and paraprofessional hiring 
programs.18 Adjacent to this group, the NCDC promoted the creation of a “National Association 
of New Careerists” designed to bring paraprofessional educators together as a collective 
constituency to advocate for their own advancement (in what today we might refer to as an “alt-
                                                
17 Memo from Frank Riessman to the Executive Committee of the National Council for New Careers, February 24, 
1969. AFT-Selden, Box 5, Folder 1. Whoever received this memo from the AFT underlined the names of Wilcox, 
Fuentes (a community control leader on the Lower East Side) and Mayor Lindsay.  
18 “National Association of New Careerists” (Edmund Lester, Chairman) and National Council for New Careers 
(Joseph Paige and Frank Riessman, Co-Chairmen). To: New Careerists, Friends, Administrators, and Supporters of 
New Careers Re: Washington Action Conference, September 14-16. AFT-Selden, Box 5, Folder 1. 
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labor” formation). Both groups brought people together, but independent of the efforts of the 
New Careers professionals who coordinated and led them, they made little impact.  
 The fullest realization of the New Careers vision was the Career Opportunities Program, 
which launched in 1970 with funding from the Education Professions Development Act of 1967, 
a law authored, largely, by New Careerist Alan Gartner. In the words of policy scholar and 
fellow New Careerist George Kaplan, who conducted an extensive final report on the COP titled 
“From Aide to Teacher,” COP was “a mid-range demonstration,” a “scarcely-known offshoot of 
the underpublicized Education Professions Development Act” that received only “fleeting 
publicity … within the project locality, not at a national level.” 19   
The COP operated under the aegis of the Office of Education (OE) and was managed for 
OE by a pair of New Yorkers: Wilton Anderson, the first director of the Auxiliary Educators 
Careers Unit for the New York City Board of Education (a forerunner to the Paraprofessional-
Teacher Education Program at CUNY), and his assistant director and successor, Gladstone 
Atwell. Both men had extensive experience implementing paraprofessional programs, and had 
authored their own work on the topic for New York City, and both had corresponded extensively 
with Riessman and Gartner.20 Their presence in the leadership of the COP ensured that the 
NCTL would an integral part of the operation beyond a mere consultant role.  
 The COP formally launched on July 1, 1970 with an annual budget of $24.3 million. The 
program hired 9,000 initial participants as paraprofessional educators to work with nearly a 
quarter of a million schoolchildren.21 Over the next five years, it grew to include nearly 15,000 
                                                
19 Kaplan, From Aide to Teacher, 10-11.  
20 “Manual for Utilization of Auxiliary Personnel" (New York: Board of Education, 1969). The document, edited by 
Atwell, cites Riessman's publications and the work of the NCDC extensively.   
21 Kaplan, From Aide to Teacher, 43.  
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paras at 132 sites across the nation. According to a midpoint evaluation, eighty-six percent of 
participants came from low-income families, while sixty-three percent had previously worked in 
governmental programs. These figures suggest that the COP attracted paras with experience 
seeking better career advancement opportunities, some of whom had already begun to climb out 
of officially-recognized poverty. Demographically, 54% of COP paras were black, 14.3% were 
Hispanic, 4% were Asian or Pacific Islanders, 3.7% were Native American, and the remaining 
quarter were white. 22 All of them lived in the districts, and typically the school catchment areas, 
where they worked. Roughly eighty-five percent of COP paras were female, below the national 
average, in part, because the program explicitly targeted Vietnam veterans. The average 
participant was in their early thirties, though ages ranged from 18 to 70. While COP paras were 
concentrated in urban areas, they worked at a wide range of sites; Kaplan’s final report listed, 
among others, the cities of New York City, Cleveland, Nashville, and Oakland; smaller cities and 
towns including Yakima, Washington and Cedar Rapids, Iowa; and rural sites. These included 
Hardin, Montana, where educators hailed from the Crow and Northern Cheyenne tribes; 
Martinsburg, West Virginia, not far from the Appalachian porch visited by Lyndon Johnson 
while promoting the War on Poverty in 1964; and Crystal City, Texas, where paras were drawn 
from among migrant Mexican and Mexican-American farmworkers, and where student leaders 
had listed the hiring of parent aides among their demands in their 1969 “blowouts.” 23 
                                                
22 Kaplan, From Aide to Teacher, 54.  
23 Kaplan, From Aide to Teacher. On the Crystal City student walkout of 1969, see Nick Palazzolo, “Chicano 
Students Strike for Equality of Education in Crystal City, Texas, 1969-1970,” Global Nonviolent Action Database, 
Swarthmore College, May 16, 2013 (https://nvdatabase.swarthmore.edu/content/chicano-students-strike-equality-
education-crystal-city-texas-1969-1970, Accessed April 1, 2015). Of 17 student demands, #14 was “Involvement of 
parents as teacher aides.” While this dissertation focuses primarily on the urban experiences of COP participants and 
paraprofessionals in urban districts more broadly, an exploration of local hiring in rural areas would be fascinating.  
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In its general structure, the COP ran much like other paraprofessional programs. 
Participating community educators were selected by community antipoverty agencies, associated 
with Model Cities Programs in urban districts. Paras worked as aides in a wide range of 
capacities under the supervision of teachers and guidance counselors, determined jointly by 
faculty, administrators, and local COP staff hired with federal funds. As described in “From Aide 
to Teacher, the “aide was the adult in individualized instruction settings, the point person in 
bilingual and bicultural activity, the main two-way communicator on behavioral mattes, and the 
principal subject of a school’s first tentative probes into a differentiated staffing patterns.” 24 
Paraprofessional educators gathered with school faculty and staff for planning sessions and 
trainings at schools after students left, and attended classes at local colleges and universities. The 
COP vision of paraprofessional labor, while it still preserved classroom hierarchies, was more 
expansive and more fluid than the apprenticeship model advanced by the AFT, and affirmed the 
possibility that community-based educators would be leaders in achieving some goals.   
What made the COP different from pre-existing paraprofessional programs, according to 
the “Project Director’s Handbook” issued in 1970 was “the concept of a partnership between 
school (Local Education Agency), college, and community is to characterize the entire 
developmental process,” one that embraced a “galaxy of institutional ties” 25 To this end, the 
COP created and maintained local COP councils, modeled in part on the War on Poverty’s 
Community Action Program and comprised of parents, paras, teachers, and COP staff. Unlike 
the AFT, whose official documents downplayed the role of the Black freedom struggle in 
shaping paraprofessional programs (and which never mentioned community control as a positive 
                                                
24 Kaplan, From Aide to Teacher, 69.  
25 Kaplan, From Aide to Teacher, 62, 47.  
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force in the process), the COP embraced this heritage. “The COP,” Kaplan wrote in 1977, “was 
lineally descended from the Black civil rights and economic struggles of the generation that 
preceded it, and it was synchronized with the Hispanic-American and American Indian quests for 
equality.” Re-iterating the New Careers rebuke of the culture of poverty, he added that the COP 
“was a program of, by, and for minority Americans … to demonstrate that minority Americans 
could seriously address problems that the majority society had failed to solve.” 26 Kaplan was 
explicit about the possibilities for paraprofessionals to effect community involvement, noting 
that COP staff encountered an “increasingly popular acceptance of a role for the neighborhood in 
the affairs of its schools … located somewhere on a spectrum between token committee 
membership and full community control.” The COP, he noted, “at least in the program’s early 
days … was a notable tilt toward the latter.” 27  In addition to implementing a form of community 
control, the COP sought fundamental institutional transformations. The goal was not only to  
bring this “galaxy” of institutions together, but to build new forms of work and collaboration and 
create new avenues for community empowerment between and within them.  
Statements like these, as well as the COP’s relative autonomy from other para-
professional programs with regard to hiring paras and building career-training partnerships, 
occasionally brought the program into conflict with local power brokers, including the UFT in 
New York City. Writing to the Office of Education’s Allan Lesser in 1970, Shanker argued that 
his union “has serious reservations about the Career Opportunities Program in NYC for 
paraprofessionals.” The program, Shanker argued, “did not provide for objective standards of 
entry … thus allowing politics, patronage, discriminatory practices and other factors to determine 
                                                
26 Kaplan, From Aide to Teacher, 14.  
27 Kaplan, From Aide to Teacher, 13.  
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which paraprofessionals are chose for this career opportunity.”28 Shanker also worried that 
programs funded and run outside the city’s official purview would not be subject to the UFT’s 
collective bargaining agreement (a fear that proved false in the case of the COP).  
The COP also guaranteed full and equal access to comprehensive training programs – 
career ladders – for all of its participants, using federal funds to build and fund partnerships 
between local colleges, universities, and school districts. These programs, developed primarily at 
institutions that were “oblivious” to the COP’s vision and paraprofessionalism more generally at 
first, not only offered paths to teacherdom for many paras, but proved a “precedent-setting 
arrangement” that, for many institutions, was “regenerative” with enormous “spillover” into 
normal activities.29 This regenerative, spillover effect, which Kaplan celebrated in an issue of the 
New Careers Training Laboratory’s “COP Bulletin” in 1975, was, in a way, at the heart of the 
COP’s vision for transforming the work of education and the training of new educators.30  
 While firmly ensconced within the “galaxy” of the American educational bureaucracy, 
the New Careerists believed that a successful embrace of paraprofessional programs in education 
would leave no institution unchanged. As AFT President David Selden had put it warily, theirs 
was a movement “designed to bring about revolutionary changes in social service structures” 
from within those very structures. To achieve this through the COP, Riessman and Gartner 
established the New Careers Training Laboratory (NCTL) at Queens College in 1971.  
 Much like Velma Murphy Hill and her AFT comrades, Riessman, Gartner and their staff 
(including Kaplan) hit the road in the 1970s, traveling extensively to train, advise, support, and 
                                                
28 Albert Shanker to Lesser, October 17, 2011, UFT, Box 155, Folder 6.  
29 Kaplan, From Aide to Teacher, 69.  
30 George Kaplan, “The Unlikely Alliance: COP and Academe,” COP Bulletin 2, no. 8 (January 1975), 
http://eric.ed.gov/?q=COP+bulletin&id=ED118545. 
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promote COP programs across the nation. Transformation did not always come easy; Gartner 
recalled “being too much of a New Yorker” in certain Midwestern and Southern school districts, 
where “the straight human power aspect” of paraprofessionalism “was more compelling than 
community relations” work.31 The COP ran the risk of challenging bureaucracies too directly 
with new paths to teaching, even in New York City. After opposing the COP’s entry into New 
York City in 1970, the UFT recorded, with dismay, that the Bronx Career Opportunities Program 
Council – staffed in large part by community activists from Jerome and Aurelia Greene’s 
Morrisania Community Progress Corporation – was pushing for new laws to allow community 
school districts “preferential hiring as teachers in community schools of paraprofessionals who 
achieve the bachelor's degree” in 1972.32 While a policy of encouraging paras to return to work 
as teachers in their former schools made sense on its face, it threatened the UFT’s control of 
teacher hiring and placement through the collective bargaining process.  
 At Queens College, to which Riessman and Gartner moved in 1971, the NCTL created 
and circulated tremendous quantities of promotional materials. These included a regular 
newsletter, the COP Bulletin, which celebrated individual programs from the Bronx to Alaska, 
recorded best practices, and included bibliographies of additional resources for paras, teachers, 
and administrators. They also produced training pamphlets for their partners in the local 
educational agencies and training institutions, and gathered paraprofessional educators and COP 
participants of all kinds together for conferences. As the AFT and Afram did from their 
respective perches, the New Careerists aimed to inspire local program development by 
connecting paraprofessional educators and their programs to a wide and growing network.  
                                                
31 Alan Gartner, Conversation with the Author, March 21, 2013.  
32 “Bronx group backs teachers,” New York Amsterdam News, March 25, 1972. UFTR Box 255, Folder 2. 
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 While the New Careerists built a national vision for a post-industrial economy, the COP 
made its impact primarily at the local level. In Minneapolis, Minnesota, the COP built on strong 
local foundations and had a great deal of success; in Oakland, California, the COP faced 
extensive challenges but managed to pull together a workable “galaxy” of people and institutions 
to build a successful program. These cities were not representative of the entire COP, but serve 
as examples of how programs on the ground interacted with the NCTL’s New Yorkers.  
III. The Good Life in Minnesota: The Career Opportunities Program in the Twin Cities 
 Minneapolis, Minnesota had already developed a robust paraprofessional program by the 
time the COP arrived in 1970. As in New York, Minneapolis schools began experimentally 
hiring parents with funds from anti-delinquency and War on Poverty legislation. In 1965, an 
“Urban Area Summer School” funded by the OEO hired 126 low-income local parents to work 
in 16 schools. This program proved catalytic; as reported to COP director Alan Sweet, “Teachers 
who were asking, ‘What do I do with a paraprofessional?’ when summer school began were soon 
asking, ‘What would I do without a paraprofessional?’” This “overwhelming acceptance” of 
paras by teachers “set the stage” for the Minneapolis school district to launch a full in-school 
program with funds from the ESEA the following year. By 1975, 1,400 paras were at work.33 
These aides did a wide range of work; as Sweet reported, paraprofessional educators helped to 
individualize and focus classroom instruction, and could serve as “a liaison between the 
community and the school, provide a different cultural input, and serve as an alternative adult 
model for students. They provide a valuable link between parents and the school staff.” As the 
city moved to a decentralized, integrated system of districting, Minneapolis paras also acted as  
                                                
33 Alan Sweet, “A Decade of Paraprofessional Programs in Minneapolis Public Schools,” COP Bulletin 2, no. 6 
(January 1975), http://eric.ed.gov/?q=COP+bulletin&pg=2&id=ED114358. 
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“Desegregation Counselor Aides,” riding the buses with the students. As Sweet noted, “they 
serve in a parental role; provide a familiar face; bring community input along with the students. 
They work with school staff, parents, and the students to help make the adjustment to the 
desegregation-integration plan as easy as possible.”34  
 The COP’s arrival in 1970 provided funding for additional paraprofessional jobs, and it 
also stimulated the creation of a robust career ladder program. In Minneapolis, in fact, working 
with a cluster of public community colleges, state colleges, and the University of Minnesota’s 
flagship campus, the COP was able to develop a “Career Lattice,” a program with maximal 
flexibility for paras in training that allowed for horizontal as well as vertical advancement. 
Grouped in four broad categories – Teacher Aide, Social Work Aide, Media Aide, and Counselor 
Aide – paras could advance through three civil service classification, each of which had six 
salary steps built into it by contract. Paras training in the first two classifications (that is, before 
they became advanced in their particular specialty) could move between categories as their 
interests and talents developed. While it lacked the aspirational sound of the “career ladder,” this 
“lattice” was a more complete realization of the New Careers vision for job training. Credentials 
and coursework moved together with, and could respond to, on-the-ground work experience.  
 A pair of reports, one by the Minnesota Department of Education and one by the COP’s 
Alan Sweet, described the program as highly effective in 1975. The state’s report, based on an 
interview study of paras, parents, teachers, and administrators, found “predominant and 
pervasive” evidence of “the positive impact of COP aides upon the individualization of 
instruction” and “the importance of COP aides as a resource to the professional staff.”35 Sweet’s 
                                                
34 Ibid. 
35 Falk, “A Study of 'the Utilization of Paraprofessionals Trained Under the Career Opportunities Program.”  
 346 
report for the COP asserted that “the greatest impact on the actual instructional process” made by 
any innovation of federal policy in Minneapolis “has been achieved through the introduction of 
paraprofessionals in the schools.”36 A trio of factors made Minneapolis a model COP site: 1) the 
presence of a robust, pre-existing, and well-funded network of public schools, colleges, and 
universities that had already begun working with paraprofessionals; 2) the willingness of 
teachers and administrators to work closely with paras to develop new pedagogical practices; and 
3) constant participation in ongoing training, not only by paraprofessional educators but by 
teachers and administrators as well. In Minneapolis, Riessman and Gartner’s vision of a social 
service revolution from within, driven by collective training, comes more clearly into focus.  
 Minneapolis’s educational institutions furnished the COP with resources and staff 
members from the beginning. Many COP paras, as well, had experience working with children. 
When George Kaplan picked five paras to profile in his final report, the first woman he chose 
was Roberta Ellis of Minneapolis, a divorced mother in her mid-forties who worked the 5pm to 
6am shift at a local country club and ran a day-care service in her home during the day before 
joining the COP. Despite having several children of her own to care for, Ms. Ellis became a COP 
school aide in 1971 while taking a nearly full load of courses at the University of Minnesota, and 
“somehow found the time to teach Sunday school” on top of it all. By the time Kaplan wrote his 
final report, she was a regular fifth grade teacher in Minneapolis. 37  
Her path, and many others like it, was facilitated by a strong network of training 
opportunities that supported and legitimated paraprofessional work and training. Paras could earn 
GEDs and take courses that brought wage advances on-site at their schools and in Model Cities 
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community settings, developed in partnership with Metropolitan Community College. They 
could take additional coursework at the Community College, two small Lutheran colleges, and 
the Twin Cities’ branches of Minnesota State and the University of Minnesota. This last was the 
flagship campus of Minnesota’s educational system, and it embraced paraprofessional training 
wholeheartedly. As Sweet noted in 1975, “the Minneapolis paraprofessional training staff was 
moved both physically and administratively to the Minneapolis Public Schools/University of 
Minnesota Teacher Center on the Main University Campus. This move enhances both teacher 
and paraprofessional training.”38 Minneapolis was nearly unique in this regard; in a COP Bulletin 
report on “The COP and Academe,” Kaplan noted that only a small minority of major state 
universities embraced paraprofessional training, preferring to leave this work to community 
colleges and branch state universities focused on teacher training.39  
 Ongoing training, in Minneapolis, was not only for paraprofessional educators. As 
Sweet’s abstract noted, “while it is important that a paraprofessional be well trained, it is equally 
important that the supervising teacher or other staff member be trained in the effective utilization 
of the paraprofessionals.”40 Orientation trainings were developed for first-year teachers working 
with COP paras, building on a program of in-service training put in place by Minneapolis 
officials in 1965 to encourage teachers and paras “to be creative, to experiment, and to share 
their experiences.” Successful “teacher/paraprofessional teams” that emerged from these early 
years taught workshops for teachers and paras, and the district created a film – “The School Aide 
                                                
38 Sweet, “A Decade of Paraprofessional Programs in Minneapolis Public Schools.” 
39 Kaplan, “The Unlikely Alliance.” 
40 Sweet, “A Decade of Paraprofessional Programs in Minneapolis Public Schools.” 
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Story” – and handbook for working with paras that drew on COP materials.41 A robust, extant 
program, in this instance, was bolstered by the influx of resources and expertise from COP.  
 The involvement of teachers in the shaping of the Minneapolis paraprofessional program 
is noteworthy, as well, and this feature appears to have contributed to the success of the program. 
Sweet notes that teachers helped to recruit paras in Minneapolis from 1965 forward, and cites a 
series of rules implemented by the district in 1967 that established teacher control of classrooms 
(and their power to “use their judgment” in assigning their paras) and ensured paras could not 
“given independent responsibility for classroom management” under any circumstances. These 
rules are reminiscent of the AFT’s own resolutions regarding paras, as they affirm the centrality 
of “teacher power” in the classroom and rule out the use of paras as strikebreakers. During the 
1970 Minneapolis teachers strike, Sweet noted, “what could have been the source of distrust and 
alienation between teachers and paraprofessionals actually strengthened.” As Sweet observed, 
“Many paraprofessionals reported for work during the strike at the direction of their teachers, 
who knew they would not be used as strikebreakers and that they could ill affords to lose 
salary.”42 At the close of the strike, the Minneapolis Federation of Teachers took the 
extraordinary step of paying the salaries of paras who did stay out from their strike fund, despite 
the fact that paras were not yet unionized. Once again, classroom-level solidarity between paras 
and teachers proved the foundation of success for both para programs and the labor movement. 
 The rapport between teachers and paras was central to the success of paraprofessional 
programs as educational interventions in Minneapolis. Both the COP and the Minnesota 
Department of Education referred to paraprofessional educators and teachers working together as 




“teams,” and both of their reports noted that working with paraprofessional educators had 
reshaped classroom instruction. Kaplan, in “From Aide to Teacher,” argued that when 
administrators and staff embraced the program, the “COP became the vanguard of innovation in 
learning.” 43  In Minneapolis, this innovation is clearly visible, to the point that the Minnesota 
Department of Education declared that the advent of paraprofessionalism meant “a new role for 
the teacher.” As the State explained, para-teacher teams were successful because teachers “have 
expended their role … to include being a supervisor,  a trainer, and an evaluator of another adult 
in the classroom.” 44 Citing this report as well as his own experiences, Sweet argued  
“The uninitiated may think that paraprofessionals make a teacher's job easier. They do 
not; they should not. The duties a paraprofessional assumes release the teacher to initiate 
activities at a higher and broader professional level. As a result, the teacher and 
paraprofessional team provide a better learning environment.”45 
 
Both the State Department of Education and the COP itself found the Minneapolis Career 
Opportunities Program to be transformative; as Sweet put it, “That paraprofessionals have an 
important impact on the instructional process, the role of the teacher, and on school-community 
relations is well documented.”46 Building on a strong foundation, the COP in Minneapolis had 
reshaped the work of education in public schools and public universities, and had built 
paraprofessional educators into these processes in a permanent and productive way.  
IV. Educating Babylon: Creating Career Opportunities with Unlikely Allies in Oakland 
 In Oakland, California, the COP arrived to far more fractured and fractious environment. 
As Kaplan reported in the COP Bulletin, “Oakland has a large and growing set of typically urban 
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problems: unemployment, poor housing, crime, and public apathy,” and “the Oakland Unified 
School District has been a battleground,” facing challenges including “racial discrimination, 
taxpayer refusal … teacher militancy, below-average test scores, alleged misuse of federal funds, 
and on November 15, 1973, the murder of School Superintendent Marcus Foster.”47 Foster’s 
assassination, Kaplan noted, “underscored … the futility that enveloped public education in an 
already beleaguered city.” 48  
As in all city districts where COP worked, paraprofessional educators in the Oakland 
COP found their jobs through the Model Cities program, run by allies of the Black Panther Party 
on a platform of anticolonial self-determination. Building a space for these educators in the 
schools of the “urban plantation” – as Model Cities organizer Paul Cobb described West Oakland 
– proved challenging, and competition for dwindling funding proved fierce.49 As Kaplan 
explained, the “galaxy” of ties that COP programs relied on could become a “millstone,” as 
“each funding source was banking on a share of governance.” 50 Nonetheless, after just two years 
of the program, an extensive evaluation of Oakland’s COP by the Oakland Unified School 
District revealed broad positive assessments from teachers, parents, and paras themselves.  
 The district invested in the COP to improve education for students from Oakland’s 
working-class communities by hiring from within them. As the district’s report explained: 
“It was felt that there was a shortage of teachers with the background and interest to give 
encouragement, guidance, and information to disadvantaged children. It was hoped that 
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recruitment of persons from a low income background would increase the supply of 
potential teachers and provide opportunities for the unemployed.” 51 
 
The program employed sixty paraprofessional educators at six majority-Black schools, in which 
55-80% of families received federal Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC, 
commonly referred to as “welfare”). Classified as “Instructional Aides” and “Instructional 
Assistants,” these educators earned between $2.60 and $3.74 an hour (higher salaries than most 
city-employed paras) and performed the usual wide array of COP tasks. A small minority 
worked as bilingual educators for the district’s Spanish-speaking students, and some of these 
bilingual aides participated in a Summer School run by Oakland’s Spanish Speaking Unity 
Council in the Fruitvale neighborhood, furthering ties between their schools and community.52   
 The Oakland District’s 1971-72 evaluation revealed that most administrators, teachers, 
and paras “reacted positively to most aspects of the program” and felt it had “a positive effect on 
the students, the school, the teachers, and the community.” Across the board, evaluations cited 
individualized instruction and new role models for students, “better school-community relations” 
and “increasing parent involvement,” and new opportunities for low-income Oaklanders. One 
principal wrote that paras in the COP “bring with them priceless backgrounds in both the 
cognitive and affective domains” from their communities. A COP “team leader” noted that most 
paras were parents, and thus could “interpret” problems between “the community, the classroom, 
and the school site.” One teacher described the COP trainee she worked with as “an exceptional 
skilled teacher” who had brought her “valuable classroom help and understanding of the 
children.” COP paras, in particular, were enthusiastic about the impact of the program. One 
wrote, “I have been able to bring out talents that I never knew I had,” while another cited the joy 
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of working with “Innovative and interesting people … cooperative skills in helping each other 
along.” When asked how to improve the program, in addition to the items discussed below 
relating to training, several pushed for its expansion, and additional para hiring. 53   
 COP paras’ replies to the evaluation, while enthusiastic, also revealed an awareness of 
the challenges and limits of War on Poverty program models in the 1970s. One para wrote 
pointedly, “People from supposedly low income backgrounds [emphasis added] … can 
understand and relate more positively to students,” drawing attention to the pervasiveness of the 
deficit-based construction of personhood in programmatic hiring. Another wrote of the 
program’s success: “The main strength of the program is its success and continuance. It is still 
going on. We’ve had a minimum of derogatory comments from the ‘public’ [emphasis original] 
so we must be doing something right.” The comment betrays an awareness of shifting winds of 
politics in Ronald Reagan’s California (and Richard Nixon’s federal government), where tax 
revolts and attacks on government spending threatened the very existence of many programs. 54 
While the evaluation noted some tensions between teachers and paras, the most 
commonly cited challenges by all parties involved were training-related: a lack of coordination 
between schools and colleges, a shortage of in-service training for paras, teachers, and admins 
working together, and a general need for more planning time. 55 As the COP’s report on 
Minneapolis had noted, building effective programs and creating institutional change required 
extensive new training programs. Unlike their Minnesotan counterparts, Oakland’s paras, 
teachers, and administrators were building from scratch amid challenging circumstances. 
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This is not to say that Oakland’s COP did not effect significant changes. Through the 
COP, the District engaged six local colleges as training institutions, not just for the COP trainees 
but for all of its ESEA Title I Aides as well. By the end of the 1971-72 school year, fifteen COP 
trainees and 4 ESEA aides had earned bachelor’s degrees through these “career ladders,” and 
thirteen of these graduates had been offered teaching contracts in Oakland, which had adjusted 
its credentialing processes to accelerate their hiring. 56 In the 1973 school year, Superintendent 
Marcus Foster initiated negotiations to bring all of Oakland’s aides and paras into these training 
programs, but the process stalled when he was killed. However, the Oakland Federation of 
Teachers joined the Model Cities Program and COP in pushing for the expansion of the career 
ladder after Foster’s death, winning training opportunities for all of Oakland’s paras in 1975.57   
 If Minneapolis serves as an example of the COP’s transformative potential in the best of 
circumstances, the Oakland experience suggests that the COP could make change even under 
duress. Kaplan, in his 1975 report, noted the transformation of both the school district and local 
colleges. The COP had created new opportunities for education and employment for Oakland’s 
working-class Black and Hispanic women, as well as 14 Vietnam Veterans.  
Kaplan chose to highlight the experience of Carol Freeman, a “young Black mother 
whose odyssey took her from a project behind Oakland's notorious Clawson School to a magna 
corn laude Mills College degree, a teaching post, and candidacy for a graduate degree.” 58 Kaplan 
cited Freeman’s principal, who believed, “If it hadn't been for COP, Carol might have been 
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turned against the system, a brilliantly vicious antagonist.” 59 The anecdote captured the New 
Careers vision for political and institutional change, in which radical transformations could come 
from within through incremental shifts in resources, power, and personnel. The unlikely 
combination of the AFT, the COP, and a Black-Panther-Party-affiliated Model Cities program 
fighting together for training opportunities for paras in Oakland also suggests that the COP’s 
commitment to expansive career ladders had wide appeal across the political spectrum.  
V. An Employer of First Resort: Public Sector Socialism and New Careers 
 The broadest statements of this vision appeared in a 1973 collection, Public Service 
Employment: An Analysis of Its History, Problems and Prospects, edited by Riessman, Gartner, 
and Russell A. Nixon. Building on a national conferenced hosted by these New Careerists the 
previous year, the collection opened with a broadside from Michael Harrington, then the leader 
of the Democratic Socialist Organizing Committee and the author of The Other America (1962), 
which many credited with inspiring the federal War on Poverty. Harrington blasted the Nixon 
administration and governors including Ronald Reagan and Nelson Rockefeller, who “want to 
instruct some of our most abused, and sometimes marginal, citizens in the glories of work by 
using legal compulsion to rub their noses in menial labor.” The alternative, Harrington argued, 
were careers with dignity and a future, in the New Careers mold. Ultimately, he wrote, the 
movement was a step-stone to “a formal federal guarantee of a right to work” with the 
government not as an employer of last resort, but first resort, so that “labor might be put to 
needed social ends.” Later in the volume, radical economist Bennett Harrison put the issue 
simply, writing, “the guarantee of a job as a right of citizenship would be a revolutionary action.” 
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 Frank Riessman followed Harrington’s forward with an argument that “the emerging 
service state … is the battleground of neocapitalism,” because it was increasingly the locus of 
both work (as automation meant fewer industrial workers, despite growing production) and 
rights (to education, welfare, and health). Riessman scolded those on the left who sought to 
“ignore” or “strain” the service sector, and argued that fears of co-optation were unfounded.60 In 
his closing essay toward the end of the volume, Riessman contended that New Careers was “an 
attempt to deprive the capitalist class of a large portion of its surplus value as well as its power” 
through “radical reform.”  
Francis Fox Piven, whom Riessman critiqued in arguing against “straining the system,” 
took up this question in the volume’s final essay. Piven, who worked alongside Riessman at 
Mobilization for Youth in the 1960s, warned the New Careerists that their program needed a 
more sustained vision of political engagement and political power. “Who is it, or what is it,” she 
asked, responding to the New Careerists’ assertion that their movement was an iteration of the 
larger freedom struggles of the era “that is going to shape the stirrings of discontent into clearly 
articulated demands for a public service employment program?”61 Piven’s essay offered a 
critique, as well, of the public sector as it existed, discussed in greater detail in Chapter 8.  
VI. A Quiet End to a Transformative Program 
The New Careerists were fierce advocates for their vision at all levels of government in 
the 1970s, but they put their faith in the power of demonstration programs to persuade politicians 
and the public to support them. George Kaplan’s final report on the COP is instructive in this 
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regard. The COP, he wrote, was “conceived in the 1960s” but “lived its life in the 1970s” and 
“the climate of that decade was far different than the earlier.” In his conclusion, Kaplan cited 
congressional staffers, Black Studies scholars, and a “high-level Federal education functionary,” 
all of whom agreed “our national interest in education was beginning to slip, a trend the Nixon 
Administration was pleased to encourage.” Kaplan lamented these shifts, but argued “all was not 
lost,” citing the COP’s adaptability to changing times, as “an incarnation of the old-fashioned 
work ethic” and “no federal handout.” Such language stood in contrast to the social democratic 
vision for full employment through local hiring that Riessman and others espoused in 1973. 
The COP was “just the right size for a demonstration project” Kaplan argued, but “played 
a role out of all proportion to its relatively small size.” Kaplan ran through a robust list of 
accomplishments, examples of which are evident in the Minneapolis and Oakland case studies 
cited above. However, he closed only by saying “by any measure, this Federal program did its 
job, often with high distinction. Its participants and the society they served were thereby 
enriched.” Facing imminent closure, Kaplan’s milquetoast conclusion is difficult to square with 
the visions of “revolutionary action” foretold by New Careerists just a few years prior. Riessman 
and the New Careerists had believed that a consensus in support of these programs could be built 
from the ground up, with support from diverse and even antagonistic actors. They united unlikely 
groups in many instances, but they did not build a sustained membership or movement to support 
their vision in the halls of power. When the time came for a political fight, the COP went quietly. 
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Chapter Seven: Radical Pluralism 
A Black Power Program for Community-Based Educators 
 “As the federal government becomes more involved (and it must) in the lives of people, it is also 
imperative that we broaden the base of citizen participation. It will be the new forms, new 
agencies and structures developed by Black Power that will link the centralizing and 
decentralizing trends … activate people, instill faith (not alienation) and provide a habit of 
organization and a consciousness of an ability to act.” 
 
Charles V. Hamilton, “Black Power: A Positive Force,” 1968 
 
“All children are important - ask their parents!” 
 
Preston Wilcox, Afram “Action Stimulator,” 1975 
 
I. Community-Based Educators as Agents of Community Control  
If the AFT was happy to see paraprofessional educators incorporated into public 
education on its relatively traditional terms, and if the New Careerists believed in incremental 
transformation from within that system, Preston Wilcox, by 1970, wanted to see that system torn 
down and rebuilt from the ground up. Wilcox had fought for community control of public 
education in New York City over the preceding five years, and had regularly included calls for 
parent hiring as part of these efforts. He had clashed directly and repeatedly with the United 
Federation of Teachers in New York, blasting the union for insulating teachers from parent and 
community needs. Unlike Rustin and Hill, Wilcox saw no future for the Black freedom struggle 
in the realm of organized labor, and he debated the civil rights unionists in the press. While he 
had worked closely with Riessman and other New Careerists as a social work practitioner, he 
was deeply skeptical of professionalization through credentialing and formal education. The 
balance of power in such institutional contexts, Wilcox surmised, made them unlikely agents of 
radical transformation. Like Frances Fox Piven in her critique of the New Careerists, Wilcox also 
recognized the need for direct political action to make change.  
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In 1970, Wilcox founded Afram Associates, Incorporated, a not-for-profit consultancy 
designed to support and catalyze struggles for Black Power and self-determination nationally.  
From his second-story office in Harlem, around the corner from the I.S. 201 complex, Wilcox 
generated his own vision, strategy, and program for community-based education. He promoted it 
as widely as he could in writings and public appearances. Through Afram, Wilcox also applied 
to serve as a program advisor to Project Follow Through, a federally funded enrichment program 
designed to build on and maintain the gains of Head Start. Afram used the schools it partnered 
with as laboratories and organizing hubs for what was later described as an experiment in 
“radical pluralism” in the staffing and governance of public educational programs.  
 A wealth of recent scholarship has documented the many efforts of freedom struggle 
organizers to create alternative systems of education in Black communities in the 1970s.1 These 
efforts took many forms, including independent schools and academies, schools carved out of 
public districts for community involvement and experimentation, and street academies. Such 
efforts, in earlier scholarship, were often referred to as “separatist” and contrasted with the 
“integrationist” efforts of early-to-mid-1960s civil rights activism. The transition from 
“integration” to “community control,” was likewise been depicted as a narrowing or turning 
inward of freedom struggle. However, as Wilcox’s trajectory shows, opposition to officials in 
power and frustration with structures of bureaucracy did not mean disengagement with the public 
sector.2 Wilcox was a vociferous critic of unions, bureaucrats, and officialdom throughout this 
period, but at the same time, he was a sponsor and organizer for federally funded educational 
programs in public schooling. Nor did community control lead Wilcox to focus solely on Harlem 
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or New York City. Rather, even before Afram began sponsoring Follow Through programs, 
Wilcox was writing and traveling widely to build what he called a “social movement” in support 
of community control for working-class people everywhere. 3 
 Wilcox rose to prominence as a radical intellectual in the fight for community control of 
I.S. 201 in Harlem, and became a fixture at educational conferences, gatherings, and networks in 
the late 1960s. This included traveling beyond New York City, as when he joined David Spencer 
of I.S. 201 and Al Vann and Herbert Oliver of Brownsville in Detroit in 1968 to promote 
community control.4 In the same year, he wrote to Gene Bivins, a Black teacher unionist in 
Philadelphia, to share his “general principles on decentralization,” which included an express 
endorsement of moving parents “from mere consumers to participants; from support parents to 
‘teacher parents’ or better yet, ‘foster teachers’ … team members in the educational process.”5  
The legitimation and hiring of parents as educators remained central to Wilcox’s vision 
of community control throughout his writings and travels. In a proposal for a book on 
community control in 1968, Wilcox described his vision as “heavily weighted toward para-
professional indigenous ‘local influentials’ who share in common: firing line experience; 
sustained involvement and participation in a similar anti-establishment-oriented group self-
interest movement – the struggle for school community control.”6 Writing to New York City 
Schools Chancellor Harvey Scribner in 1970 in response to a query about teacher training, 
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Wilcox replied that New York City must “broaden and deepen the definition of the words 
‘education’ and ‘training’” to recognize that “community selection procedures [are] a process of 
training and education for teachers.”  Teachers, Wilcox argued, “must, to be effective, feel 
responsible to the community (to the people that they teach and the parents of those people) and 
not to the school bureaucracy.”7 Wilcox believed the work of education had to be radically 
redefined through sustained engagement with working-class Black and Hispanic communities.   
While Wilcox worked through federal programs, he saw no value in incorporating 
paraprofessional educators into the mainstream of teaching (as the AFT did) or into the New 
Careerist vision of career ladders. As discussed in Chapter 4, he believed such assimilationist 
training was often a “new form of technical interpretation designed to turn authentic, natural 
Black mothers into ‘professional technicians,’ unrelated to the Black community, comfortably 
subservient to the white community.”8 While in practice, Wilcox adapted to the needs and local 
leadership of the Black women in Afram’s programs, his formulation here contains elements of 
the “supermother” stereotype diagnosed by Patricia Hill Collins as a form of gendered 
management of Black women’s labor within patriarchal institutions in the freedom struggle.9  
                                                
7 January 5, 1970, Letter from Wilcox to Scribner, PWP Box 5, Folder 5. 
8 “Competencies, Credentialing and the Child Development Associate Program or Maids, Miss Ann and Authentic 
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“activist” mothers flattens the complex set of ideas, choices, and roles these women navigated in schools and 
neighborhoods.  
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Wilcox, like other radical observers including Harold Cruse, reserved some of his 
harshest criticism for Black professionals.10 He argued in 1967 that “the Negro Professional … at 
I.S. 201 helped transfer the victory into defeat.”11 In 1970, he asserted,  
“A high number of public servants function within such communities as ‘company 
agents’ for the broader city, as gatekeepers, bewilderers, neo-colonialists, eavesdroppers 
for the system and as professional pimps … they earn their livelihood by helping to keep 
such communities in their places.”12  
 
Professionalization, under extant structures of power and privilege, was anathema to Wilcox. In 
developing a model for “Parent Participation (later Parent Implementation) in Follow Through,” 
he sought to present an alternative, community-drive model for the training of educators. 
II. Parent Implementation: Institutionalizing Radical Educational Practices 
President Lyndon Johnson introduced Project Follow Through in his 1967 State of the 
Union address as a companion program to Project Head Start.13 Unlike Head Start, which was 
housed in community-run or leased spaces, the Follow Through program ran within existing 
public schools, serving students from kindergarten through third grade. The program was also 
designed as a “demonstration” program – much like the Career Opportunities Program – to test 
different models of instruction to “follow through” on the learning gains made by student 
participants in Head Start. Participating school districts selected their sponsors and programs 
from a range of twenty institutions, including colleges, universities, consultancies, and not-for-
profit organizations. Afram joined this list of project sponsors in 1970.  
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Modeled on Head Start, Follow Through sites established parent councils to advise and 
shape programs. They hired “parent coordinators” to facilitate communication between schools 
and parent councils. The project was funded through the Office of Economic Opportunity 
(OEO), and Follow Through retained the War on Poverty ethos. Its founding documents declared 
that community action agencies should be consulted in hiring, and that all programs “must 
provide for significant parent participation in all aspects of the project” including participation in 
the classroom and school as paid employees, volunteers, or observers.”14  
As Afram joined the Follow Through ranks in 1970, they hired consultant Nancy Mamis 
to review the project as a whole. She wrote, approvingly, “the parent-student encounter is being 
enhanced. Parents are legitimating learning on behalf of their children even as they learn 
themselves. Students are also being exposed to seeing their own parents as being significant 
people in the learning process.”15 Nationally, Project Follow Through expanded rapidly, from 39 
sites serving 2,900 children at a cost of $3.7 million in 1967-68 to 160 sites serving 70,000 
students at a cost of $6.9 million in the 1971-72 school year. According to data from that year, 
the students Follow Through served were 48% Black, 13% Spanish-Surname, 33% Anglo 
(White), and 6% Indian. Nearly half (48%) had been through the Head Start program.16 At its 
peak in 1975, Follow Through ran 173 programs serving 94,594 students in over 3,700 
classrooms.17  
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Folder 1 Mamis’ observation that seeing parents “as significant people in the learning process” echoes community-
based educator Maggie Martin’s observation, quoted in Chapter 4, that seeing parents in schools inspired and 
encouraged pupils.  
16 “What Happened In St. Louis? A Report of the National Conference of Follow Through Parent Advisory 
Committees” September 18, 1972, PWP Box 30, Folder 2 
17 Afram Continuation Proposal 1974-1975, PWP Box 31, Folder 1 
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Afram’s program was dubbed “Parent Participation in Follow Through,” a name that 
Wilcox changed to “Parent Implementation in Follow Through” for the 1972-1973 school year. 
The shift reflected Wilcox’s concern that “parent involvement has been used mainly by 
ambitious, politically-oriented professionals to gain the sanctions to do as they choose,” and his 
belief that “Parental involvement in the education of their own children has recently become an 
educational, political, and cultural necessity.” 18 Afram’s “Parent Implementation Model” 
established parents as “full partners in the educational process,” and offered a six-point plan for 
their involvement. These included parent involvement in the recruitment, selection, and 
evaluation of all staff and consultants, the development of “educational methodology,” the 
negotiation of contracts, the allocation of resources, and the establishment of links between 
schools, communities, and education agencies at the local, state, and federal level.19 In Wilcox’s 
formulation, community-based educational work was neither apprenticeship nor a rung on a 
ladder. He believed community-based workers possessed the knowledge and skills to educate 
children, administer schools, and govern every aspect of school district business.  
Afram’s program sought to implement and institutionalize a Black Power, community-
control approach to schooling, based on Wilcox’s own work and ideas. Charles V. Hamilton, the 
political scientist and co-author of Black Power (with Stokely Carmichael), laid out the ways in 
which the movement for Black Power aimed to reshape state institutions at a conference Wilcox 
attended in 1968.20 Citing Wilcox’s own work at I.S. 201, Hamilton urged the participants “to 
talk and act not only in terms of intense involvement of black people, but to be concerned about 
                                                
18 Preston Wilcox, “Parental Decision-Making: An Educational Necessity,” Theory Into Practice 11, no. 3 (1972): 
178–82. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton, Black Power: The Politics of Liberation (New York: Random 
House, 1967). 
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the implementation of control by black people of institutions affecting the black community.”21 
Hamilton noted that  “Black Power has been accused of emphasizing decentralization,” but he 
explained that the philosophy was more sophisticated and engaged with state power. “As the 
federal government becomes more involved (and it must) in the lives of people,” Hamilton 
declared, “it is also imperative that we broaden the base of citizen participation. It will be the 
new forms, new agencies and structures developed by Black Power that will link the centralizing 
and decentralizing trends” in order to “activate people, instill faith (not alienation) and provide a 
habit of organization and a consciousness of an ability to act.” Hamilton closed by noting, 
“Black Power, then, speaks not only to the substance, the end results (more jobs, houses, etc.) but 
also to the process (more power in decision making) by which the results are achieved.” 22 
The program of self-determination that Wilcox articulated for Afram’s Follow Through 
sites was based in Black Power and developed in part through Afram’s work with Black-led 
experiments in community schooling in New York City, Boston, and Washington, D.C. 
However, as Wilcox made clear, it was not a racially exclusive vision. In public statements, 
Wilcox argued that public schools had failed “to effectively provide educational justice to black, 
Spanish-speaking, Indian, and poor white children,” and Afram’s sites included members of all 
of these groups.23  When, in 1972, an article on “educational prophets” in the Phi Delta Kappan 
described Wilcox as a “radical pluralist,” he embraced the moniker and sent the article to Afram 
                                                
21 Program: Black Power – A Positive Force A Conference Sponsored by the New York Region National 
Conference of Christians and Jews Thursday, March 28, 1968. Keynoted Address: Charles V. Hamilton PWP Box 7, 
Folder 4 
22 Ibid. Hamilton’s framing mirrors the historical argument made by Rhonda Williams in Concrete Demands.  
23 Wilcox, “Parental Decision-Making.” 
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sites.24 The following year, he wrote to reject “an educational philosophy of assimilation over 
cultural pluralism in which minorities are ‘outcast’ and the preference is for evacuating the 
ghetto, not elevating it.” 25 Albert Shanker and the AFT expressed just such a philosophy, as 
discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. Shanker argued in a 1974 debate that paraprofessionals would, in 
fact, “evacuate the ghetto” of their own accord given the opportunity. “The only way to keep the 
adults in the program in the community” Shanker believed, “is to pay them a low wage.” 26  
At Afram’s sites, Wilcox applied this radical pluralism to schooling. Afram’s program 
debuted in 1970, working with clusters of schools in five states and the District of Columbia. 
These included public schools in Atlantic City, New Jersey, East St. Louis, Illinois, and Little 
Rock, Arkansas. They also included the East Harlem Block Schools in New York City, the 
Highland Park Free School and Roxbury Community School in Boston, and the Morgan 
Community School in Washington D.C.27 Half of Afram’s initial sites – in East Harlem, Boston, 
and Washington, DC – had been developed and run by community-control advocates.28 Their 
presence helped shape and realize Afram’s program. Afram added three additional sites in 1971: 
Alcona, Michigan (a rural district, mostly white with a small Native population), Flint, Michigan, 
                                                
24 Thought Stimulator #376: Educational Leadership, October 4, 1973. Quotes Robert J. Havinghurst on 
“Educational Leadership for the Seventies” published in the Phi Delta Kappan (March, 1972, p. 404). The article 
lists four categories of educational prophets: “conservative anarchists” (followers of Rousseau including Paul 
Goodman), “revolutionary anarchists” (Everett Reimer), “conservative oligarchists” (Max Rafferty) and “radical 
pluralists” (Preston Wilcox). PWP Box 30, Folder 4.  
25 “Changing Conceptions of Community” (1974) PWP Box 31, Folder 1. On assimilation as a racist idea, see Ibram 
X. Kendi, Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America (New York: Nation 
Books, 2016).  
26 Transcript of the October 22nd Meeting of the Day Care Alliance, National Council of Organizations for Children 
and Youth (10-22-1974) AFT-Shanker, Box 65, Folder 73. 
27 Memo from PW to PAC Chairmen and Project Directors, Subject: One Time Around, August 28, 1970, PWP Box 
30, Folder 1. 
28 On the East Harlem Block Schools, see Tom Roderick, A School of Our Own: Parents, Power, and Community at 
the East Harlem Block Schools (New York: Teachers College Press, 2001) 
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and Scott County, Arkansas (a rural, largely Black district on the Oklahoma border). By the end 
of the school year, Afram served a total of 2,984 children at 17 schools.29  
While other Follow Through sponsors focused their efforts on implementing particular 
pedagogy and curricula and working with teachers, Afram’s program was built entirely around 
generating and facilitating parent and community involvement in public schooling. Like all 
Follow Through sites, Afram sites chose a parent council, which Afram called a “Policy 
Advisory Committee” [PAC] to emphasize its educatory role. Afram employed “Field 
Coordinators” – among them radical black educators Al Vann (of Ocean Hill-Brownsville) and 
Kenneth Haskins (of DC’s Morgan Community School) – to work with these councils and visit 
their sites for three days every month. They also, uniquely, created an inter-school Advisory 
Committee, comprised of one representative elected from each PAC to advise Afram. This 
committee inspired Wilcox and Afram’s central staff; as he wrote after a series of site visits in 
1970, “parents are laden with teaching talents … and that these talents have largely gone 
unrecognized.” Afram PACs “care with feeling,” and when the program clicked at their sites, 
“school becomes a place where both children and parents learn to love learning.”30 To further the 
exchange of information, and to better listen to its partner schools, Afram instituted annual 
conferences, which began with Afram sites and grew to attract Follow Through parents from 
across the nation.31 However, on the question of educational practice, Afram was deliberately 
agnostic. As their grant continuation proposal described it in 1975, “An effective ‘Afram 
                                                
29 Fact Sheet for 9 Afram-Affiliated Sites 1971-2, November 23, 1971, PWP Box 30, Folder 4 
30 Memo from PW to PAC Chairmen and Project Directors, Subject: One Time Around, August 28, 1970, PWP Box 
30, Folder 1 
31 Report of the Meeting Between Afram Advisors and Washington, DC Follow Through Staff, April 27, 1971, PWP 
Box 30, Folder 1 
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presence’ implies the development and formulation of a local parent educational model identity,” 
not any curriculum, pedagogy, or educational practices specific to Afram.32  
Afram’s most unique and impactful innovation was having each PAC chose one parent to 
work full-time as a “Local Stimulator,” defined as “an agent of other parents.”33 Afram trained 
and paid Local Stimulators from their grant funds, but these individuals were entirely supervised 
by local PACs and encouraged to “draw the community into school affairs, to introduce non-
PAC members to PAC and the school, and to develop leadership skills in other parents.”34 Afram 
created and funded these positions, as Wilcox explained in training materials, “to provide the 
parents with a staff person who would be solely responsible to them” [emphasis original].35 As 
he wrote in 1974, Wilcox believed “concern for the child has been enhanced by the variable of 
the selection and hiring of “paraprofessionals’” but “paraprofessionals hired by the school 
system usually become overt advocates for the system even if they are covert advocates for the 
children.”36 Local stimulators, by contrast, would be parent-employed parents, community 
organizers for education, fulfilling Wilcox’s vision for paraprofessionalism in its most radical, 
community-based form. The ultimate goal of this strategy, Wilcox explained, was “to enable 
them [Afram sites] to strengthen their potential for contributing to the education of their own 
children and their potential for sustaining their own efforts without Afram's continued 
                                                
32 Wilcox Letter to Follow Through Staff, attached document September 8, 1975, PWP Box 31, Folder 1. 
33 Wilcox, “Parental Decision-Making.” 
34 Ibid. 
35 Memo from Wilcox to Policy Advisory Committee Chairmen, Project Directors, Parent Coordinators and Local 
Stimulators, Subject: The Role of the Local Stimulator, October 26, 1970, PWP Box 30, Folder 1 
36 “Changing Conceptions of Community” (1974) PWP Box 31 Folder 1 
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assistance” [emphasis original].37 Wilcox’s program aimed to amplify, cultivate, and 
institutionalize the practice of activist mothering within the work of education.  
Throughout these innovations, Afram and Wilcox emphasized an idea of ownership that 
was both material and political. On multiple occasions, Wilcox argued that traditional 
approaches to parent participation rendered parents “tenants” and teachers and administrators 
landlords, while his program of “implementation” confirmed “parents as owners.”38 Ownership 
of schools, for Wilcox, was not simply about control and legitimacy, but also about resources. 
Organizers in New York City – including Wilcox, the United Bronx Parents, and Harlem Youth 
Opportunities Unlimited – had sought access to educational resources in their campaigns of the 
mid-1960s. These included school buildings, educational and training materials, and, of course, 
jobs. Such demands did not simply seek integration of parents into existing structures of power, 
but demanded a re-structuring of rights of access and distribution with respect to state resources.  
In a planning document for Afram’s Follow Through program, Wilcox noted the need for 
both “full employment of community residents” and “availability of adult education programs 
for all, including both academic and job training courses.”39 The program Wilcox designed was 
expressly committed to modeling such full employment. In Afram’s continuation proposal for 
1971-1972, Wilcox noted that through salaries for Local Stimulators, stipends for Policy 
Advisory Councils, and travel expenses, including per diems, for both groups of local hires, 
“Afram will have invested rather directly into the concerns of the parents the amount of $72,618. 
This represents almost one fourth of its total grant.” Wilcox added that Afram did business with 
                                                
37 Role of the Local Stimulator, June 1970, PWP Box 31, Folder 9 
38 Wilcox, “Parental Decision-Making.”; Continuation Proposal 1974-1975, PWP Box 31, Folder 1 
39 Action Stimulator #32: A Twenty Point Program for Real Community School Control, April 1970, PWP Box 31, 
Folder 8 
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Harlem-based firms and that its Field Consultants “try to live with local families and pay ‘rent’ 
to them when they are in the field.” The goal, as the proposal explained, was simple: “to get 
money into the hands of those who need it the most.” Afram did not conduct experiments on or 
about its sites, but aimed to “make it possible for the consumers to participate in changing their 
own lives.” For poor and working-class people, they averred, “that usually costs money.”40  
The goal of full employment served as perhaps the one major philosophic and 
programmatic point of overlap between the otherwise divergent and antagonistic ideas of Wilcox 
and Bayard Rustin. Across the ideological and strategic gulf that separated them, civil rights 
unionists and community-control activists agreed that the urban political economy in the 1970s 
did not and could not deliver adequate sustenance to working-class, non-white people. While 
they disagreed about how do go about doing it, Rustin and Wilcox both believed that a key goal 
of community-based educational programs should be living wages paid to those who needed 
them most. The public-sector socialists of the New Careers movement concurred. Rustin, Wilcox 
and the New Careerists coupled demands for jobs with the belief that these new workers would 
not simply rise from their communities, but through their work as educators, rise with them.   
III. A Social Movement for an Alternative Public School System: Promoting Follow Through 
 Wilcox worked assiduously to promote Afram’s program and vision, and to publicize the 
accomplishments of sites implementing it, in order to make a broader impact on public 
education. Afram “views itself much more as a social instrument than it does as a social 
institution” he wrote, and its goals included the “the taking of collective action by parents – and 
the shaping of public policy.”41 Much as the American Federation of Teachers and the Career 
                                                
40 “Parent Participation in Follow Through, 1971-72,” June 9, 1971,  PWP Box 30, Folder 2 
41 “Guide to the Selection of Afram's Services for Follow Through Projects” May 1, 1971, PWP Box 30, Folder 1; 
“Parent Implementation in Follow Through July 1, 1972 – June 30, 1973” PWP Box 30 Folder 4 
 370 
Opportunities Program did, Afram circulated materials constantly through its network, aiming to 
connect sites to one another, to share best practices and accomplishments, and to establish a 
sense of a national movement. Afram’s regular broadsides, many dubbed “Parent Stimulators” or 
“Action Stimulators,” included a report about a successful fight to allow paraprofessional 
educators to serve on Title I advisory committees in New York City; a compilation of “Parent 
Insights, Proverbs, and Poems” from Afram sites; a report on the “Cost of Parent Participation” 
(noting Afram’s commitment to paying parents); and an announcement of the creation of a 
“Parent Library” by the Local Stimulator in Alcona.42 Afram also intended these materials to be 
used PACs in working with Follow Through project administrators in local school districts. 
Several dealt with the role of project staff (who did not fall under Afram’s direction), urging 
project directors to “keep all members of PAC fully informed” in “dealings with other 
authorities,” and encouraging them to become ““naturalized” citizens of the host communities” 
by attending weddings, funerals, birthday parties and other local events in and around their 
schools.43 Beyond their self-produced materials, Afram also circulated parent-empowerment 
materials produced by Black parent organizers across the nation, including Milwaukee Legal 
Services’ “Handbook for Parents” and a collection of “Education Materials” from the Federation 
of Southern Cooperatives.44 
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argued “Para-professionals, who are both 'poverty parents' and paid workers in schools are in a unique position to 
evaluate and monitor programs. Their experience and judgment could be valuable to other parent members.”); Afram 
As Mirror to Follow Through Parents (compiled by Nancy Mamis, edited by Joan Eastmond, May 30, 1973), PWP 
Box 31 Folder 4; Action Stimulator #52: The Cost of Parent Participation, March 2, 1971: PWP Box 30, Folder 3; 
“Idea Stimulator No. 8: A Parent Library,” January 12, 1972, PWP Box 30, Folder 4. 
43 PPFT “Action Stimulator 46: Trust Building Procedures” December 22, 1970, PWP Box 30, Folder 1; “Thought 
Stimulator #95: The Role of the Follow Through Project Directors,” October 9, 1970 PWP Box 30, Folder 3.  
44 “A Handbook for Parents: Make the Public Schools Work For You” from Freedom Through Equality, Inc and 
Milwaukee Legal Services, Inc. September 1973; PWP Box 4 Folder 2; “Education Materials” from The Federation 
of Southern Cooperatives, PWP Box 30 Folder 1. For more on the Milwaukee struggle that produced this handbook, 
 371 
 While the AFT’s National Paraprofessional Conferences planned galas and conferences 
in Washington, Afram’s hosted conferences of Parent Advisory Committees as well. These 
gatherings became sites for celebrating the work of Local Stimulators and putting their roles – 
along with those of Parent Councils – in the spotlight. Begun among Afram’s own sites, these 
conferences grew to encompass representatives from nearly all 173 Follow Through sites by the 
time of Afram’s August 1972 gathering in St. Louis. Afram, Wilcox reported, “had come to feel 
a sense of responsibility to the entire ‘Follow Through School System.’” The United States 
Office of Education, which took over the program from the Office of Economic Opportunity in 
1971, attended as well. Among the parent-led activities in St. Louis were the election of a 
national parent advisory committee for Follow Through and the launch of a letter-writing 
campaign to preserve funding for Follow Through sites (including Afram’s own in Alcona, MI). 
Afram’s report declared the conference “an effort of a variety of people involved in a federally-
funded educational program to participate in shaping that program into a movement to impact 
public education.”45 Afram’s next conference, in Hampton, Virginia in May of 1973, drew 
similar numbers to what Preston Wilcox deemed a “family affair.”46 
 These conferences contributed to Afram and Wilcox’s larger goal of building “a social 
movement designed to create a federally-funded funded alternative public school system.”47 
Unlike the New Careerists, Wilcox did not believe demonstration programs would be enough to 
convince educational bureaucrats to make parent participation and parent hiring permanent. 
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Wilcox believed Follow Through had “established the legitimacy of a federal role in 
transforming – not merely reforming – the public school system.” In working with the whole 
program, his goals were the “stimulation of a broader community interest in the concept of 
parent implementation” and “training and development of a local cadre of parent 
trainers/consultants,” to fight for these programs even if Afram or Follow Through lost their 
funding.48 While Afram did not effect a radical transformation of the school system, they made 
an impact well beyond the sites they served, particularly in the arena of evaluation.  
Wilcox fought hard to promote community-based roles in the planning, collection, and 
interpretation of evaluative data, writing both to the Office of Education and its contracted 
consultants to this effect in the early 1970s.49 Wilcox was not out on a limb in this argument, 
which was echoed on the Senate floor by Minnesota’s Walter Mondale. “No one really knows 
more about whether a program is working or not” declared Mondale, “than those whom it is 
supposed to benefit.” He continued “If we do nothing else in the 1970s we must make it our goal 
to achieve participation in programs by those who are supposed to benefit from them.”50 In a 
1971 report on national evaluation procedures, the USOE concurred, writing “data which are not 
valued by their audiences will be seen at best to be irrelevant and at worse to be invalid.”51 
Debates about how to evaluate Follow Through, and paraprofessional programs more broadly, 
raged throughout the 1970s, and are the subject, in part, of the following chapter. However, 
Wilcox’s efforts ensured that parent voices would be, at least in some cases, part of this process. 
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His critique was prescient. Even before major cuts to Follow Through began to threaten his 
programs in the mid 1970s, Wilcox understood parents and communities needed to exert at least 
some control in the production of “poverty knowledge.” Otherwise, they would see their hard 
work and local interventions deemed unworthy by outsiders using unfamiliar criteria and 
methods to pass judgment on these programs.52    
 What did all of this effort mean for the sites Afram served? Afram itself benefited from 
working with established parent-engagement programs at community schools. This process of 
learning from local experimentation mirrored the rise of community-based education in New 
York City in the mid-1960s. The power of successful local innovations to shape national policy 
and politics also presented itself in the Career Opportunities Program, which learned from 
success in New York and Minneapolis, and in the AFT, whose national strategies were modeled 
on particular local campaigns. In 1971, Wilcox commissioned a report on “The Interaction 
Between Parents and Professionals” from Dorothy Stoneman, the Executive Director of the East 
Harlem Block Schools,” for use in Afram’s grant proposals and planning. 53 During their tenure 
as Afram sites, Highland Park and Roxbury parents raised money for scholarships and met with 
public school parents in Boston, while  “the Morgan Community School has been meeting with 
other Follow Through programs in the DC School District program … to spread the concept of 
parent implementation.”54 Sharing these materials inspired Afram’s other sites, where reports 
described the positive impact of the program on parent organizing, and particularly on Local 
Stimulators. Afram also benefitted from the life experiences of the women they recruited to work 
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as local stimulators, a constant refrain throughout paraprofessional programs. Stimulator Kate 
Young of Arkansas was active in a local church, the PTA, the Head Start Parent Club, the Legal 
Aide Society of Pulaski County and the Scott Area Action Council. She was inspired by her 
work in Follow Through to go back to school at the University of Arkansas – Little Rock.55 
 Local sites reported that Afram’s model made a broad impact on student learning, parent 
empowerment, and school-community relations. Writing from Flint, Michigan, Local Stimulator 
Liz Chisum wrote “the Follow Through Program is the best thing that could have happened in 
the predominant Black Schools that were denied … their educational needs.” Among the reasons 
for her glowing assessments, Chisum cited “the opportunity for so many parents of young 
children to obtain meaningful jobs,” “the children, teachers, and parents have a closer 
relationship,” and “our young Black children have a great capacity of learning.”56Many sites 
reported, as did Ms. Young, that the program “taught parents of their rights as parents and 
community people.” 57 PAC member Jimmy Jackson of East St. Louis felt the program 
empowered his PAC, pushing their schools to recognize “the parent is the first teacher, the 
parents must know what's going on in school, must participate in all the activities and have a 
voice in the decisions made in the school.”58 In a remarkable assertion of community rights, the 
PAC of College Station, Arkansas opposed a one-way busing plan, arguing “Since 1954 black 
students, parents and communities have borne the total burden of working toward a unitary 
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system.” To rectify this, they demanded “a school in our community which is vowed to our 
community … we refuse to sacrifice our children and our community any longer to satisfy the 
whims of individuals who do not know or care about us and our problems.”59 
 Finally, the impact on Local Stimulators themselves did not go unnoticed.  Enthusiastic 
reports from “LCs” featured in many Afram grants and materials. “The more I learn, the more 
they learn,” wrote Antoinette Sargeant of East St. Louis, while Loretta Farmer of Atlantic City 
added “It gives you such a good feeling to be able to become a part of the school system and not 
just a parent.” 60 Several were inspired to seek careers as educators; as College Station’s PAC 
reported, “Some parents are natural born teachers, [but] without Follow Through they wouldn't 
have the initiative to further their education. It provides jobs for parents and better acquaints 
them with the school and their children.”61 In May of 1974, Afram circulated an announcement 
of an “An AFRAM Community First” the completion of a 4 year college degree by Ms. Doris 
Jean Beasley at Arkansas Baptist College.62 Like community-based educators across the country, 
the Local Stimulators in Afram’s programs espoused a vision of collective advancement that 
included their own higher educations, which would be put to use in service of the community.  
 At a philosophical level, the efforts of these “Local Stimulators” to seek traditional 
credentials and professional status may have frustrated or worried Wilcox. To his credit, he 
adapted to the needs of Afram’s parent educators. When notice came that Afram would lose its 
funding in 1976 as Follow Through began to contract, Wilcox asserted that “the advent of the 
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phasing out of the Follow Through program has heightened the importance of local development 
to ensure that Follow Through  as a social movement persists even without funds.” In the service 
of this goal, Afram had begun creating and distributing  “certificates of achievement to regular 
participants” in the hope that, along with Afram’s written support, they would allow Local 
Stimulators “to earn “experience credits” in college courses.63  
 The effort of paraprofessional educators in Afram’s programs to become teachers 
highlights, obliquely, a noteworthy omission in many Afram materials and reports: teachers 
themselves. In a précis on the “Parent Implementation Model” in 1972, Wilcox mentions 
teachers in passing, once to say that “The classroom is modified into a family group in which the 
teacher functions as a ‘family’ member and as a teacher” and elsewhere to assert that, at Afram 
sites, “Teachers operate as members of the local community.”64 These, however, are imperatives, 
not programmatic initiatives, and they elide the fact that, as one report on Follow Through put it 
in 1975, “across all models there are features of Follow Through in general that mean a change, a 
redefinition of roles, that is often unsettling and threatening to teachers.” The report noted that 
“extra adults in classrooms requiring teachers' skills in supervision,” and cited one sponsor who 
said “we're asking them to do a lot more than in a regular classroom.”65 Wilcox’s opposition to 
teacher unionism – one Afram flyer asserted “Unions are for people who do not trust themselves 
and each other” and “Parents are the children’s union” – prevented a more systemic engagement 
with this workforce, but the absence of a plan for engaging teachers is nonetheless striking.66 The 
AFT established paraprofessional educators as future teachers and worked extensively to make 
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teachers comfortable with paras. The Career Opportunities Program built extensive training 
regimes to encourage parent-teacher teams in the classroom. Afram, however, did little to engage 
the coalition-building impulse that had sustained and expanded community education in New 
York City. They relied almost entirely on the power of parent activism to transform schooling.  
IV. Outsize Outsiders: The End and Legacy of Afram’s Follow Through Programs 
Afram’s Follow Through grant was discontinued at the end of the 1975-1976 school year. 
Wilcox wrote furiously to the Office of Education to preserve his program, noting, “Our 
investment … has helped to shape the Follow Through program into an educational reform 
movement, hopefully to impact the larger system of which the Follow Through School System is 
a part.” 67 Wilcox cited the materials he had created and disseminated, the conferences he had 
hosted, and the organizing efforts he put in to “save” Follow Through with a Congressional 
letter-writing campaign in the Spring of 1972. 68 His missives make clear the outsize impact of 
Afram’s Harlem-based vision for paraprofessionalism and parent involvement upon Follow 
Through, but they were to no avail. For reasons discussed in the final chapter, federal policy was 
shifting away from models of community engagement in all policy arenas, and programs like 
Afram’s were casualties of ascendant conservative policy regimes.  
 New Yorkers built a national paraprofessional movement in the 1970s, or perhaps a 
multitude of movements. They drew on the strategies of civil rights unionism, New Careers 
institution building, and Preston Wilcox’s Black-Power-infused “radical pluralism.” In a decade 
that witnessed the shuttering of the OEO and the decimation of antipoverty programs, a rash of 
urban fiscal crises, and a rising backlash against “community action,” the AFT, the Career 
                                                
67 Continuation Proposal: Parents as Community Developers 1975-76 School Year PWP Box 31 Folder 2 
68 Ibid.   
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Opportunities Program, and Afram helped make community-based educators a permanent 
feature of public schooling from shore to shore. Their visions varied widely, but their underlying 
commitment to the power and potential of community-based education brought them together, in 
mission if not always in practice. By 1975, over half a million paraprofessional educators worked 
in public education, with access to living (if not middle-class) wages, opportunities for career 
training, and connections to community movements for parent participation in schooling. The 
work these educators did transformed American schoolhouses, and the continued presence of 
these workers in public schools – 1.2 million in 2012 – is a legacy of this decade of organizing.  
 And yet, as the rapid demise of the COP and Follow Through in the late 1970s make 
clear, the political winds were changing and budgets for social welfare spending were tightening. 
In New York City, home to the strongest career ladder and most robust paraprofessional union 
chapter in the country, a fiscal crisis in 1975 was followed by the election of Mayor Edward I. 
Koch in 1977. Koch promised to slash social spending, and his first target, and the subject of the 
following chapter, was the effort of New York’s paraprofessional educators to win annual 
salaries. His attack on their labor, and their legitimacy as educators, prefigured a broader attack 
on community-based educational work that came to limit the labor and power of these workers in 
schools and cities as the 1970s drew to a close.  
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SECTION III: A New and Hostile Climate 
The Passing of the Paraprofessional Movement 
 
This final section examines the changes in politics and policy that undermined the 
paraprofessional movement by weakening the coalition of grassroots activists, poverty warriors, 
and labor organizers that had supported community-based education. The acute fiscal crises that 
struck many American cities in the 1970s generated a new politics of austerity and ultimately 
brought an end to the transformative era of the “paraprofessional movement.” Chapter 8 focuses 
on events that took place in New York City during the city’s 1975 fiscal crisis, which resulted in 
nearly two-thirds of the largest paraprofessional workforce in the nation being laid off for 
months or even years. The chapter also provides an overview of the national shifts in project 
funding, political support, and poverty knowledge that took place in the late 1970s, and how 
these changes undermined support for paraprofessional programs by rendering their impact 
invisible and their workers unqualified and expendable. The chapter closes by returning to New 
York City to analyze the UFT paraprofessional chapter’s fight with Mayor Edward I. Koch in 
1978. Koch deemed their work unnecessary and their request for annual salaries and pensions 
too expensive. While this contract struggle generated summer stipends for paras, it took until 
1983 for unionized paras to receive pensions, by an act of state government. For the purposes of 
this project, the new pension law serves as the final achievement of the paraprofessional 
movement, thirty years after teacher aides first went to work in Bay City, Michigan.  
 The epilogue discusses the changes to the work of paraprofessional educators in the 
decades that have followed since 1983 and revisits the central legacies of the paraprofessional 
movement. It also highlights places and programs where the potential exists for renewing the 
transformative vision and practice of community-based educational hiring today.  
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Chapter Eight: “Mayor Koch, Meet a Workaholic” 
Fiscal Crisis, Political Realignment, and the End of the “Paraprofessional Movement” 
 
“This drastic reduction had a double-barreled effect. First, it left jobless individuals whose low 
skills and education severely limit their future employment options, deprived them of the training 
opportunities traditionally provided by paraprofessional work and in some cases returned to 
welfare people who been deliberately accorded jobs as an alternative to public assistance … 
paraprofessional jobs are usually those which provide direct community services … their loss 
deprives the population of low income and minority New Yorkers of these needed services.  
 
The New York City Commission on Human Rights, City Layoffs, 1976 
 
“Mayor Koch felt that we should still be on welfare. That pissed me off. I didn't think that. Why 
should I still be on welfare when I'm trying to better myself, so that the city would not have to 
take care of me? … We were ready to do a sleep-in at City Hall. No, we were. When that 
happened, we were ready to strap ourselves to the tables. That's how strongly we felt about it.” 
 
Shelvy Young-Abrams, UFT Organizer and Current Paraprofessional Chapter Chair, 2014 
 
I. Introduction: A Decade of Gains Under Fire 
In February of 1975, the New York Times ran a feel-good story about former para-
professional educator Marion E. Rose. It was Black History Month, and Rose was being lauded 
for “her efforts to unite Black and Puerto Rican parents” at PS 49 in the South Bronx, where she 
had worked in the late 1960s. Like so many community-based educators, Rose’s political work 
began in support of her children. Getting involved with her local Parent-Teacher Association 
brought her into contact with other mothers. “We didn’t realize it then,” Rose told the Times, 
“but by making decisions” about school fundraisers and community outreach, she and other 
parents “were being geared toward the political scene.”1 
Rose, a thirty-one-year-old mother of four, had recently become the first African-
American Democratic District Leader in the South Bronx. In her new role as District Leader, she 
promised “to give blacks an image out there” and also to build unity with Puerto Ricans and poor 
whites in the Bronx to “get their fair share” of local resources, including jobs at the newly rebuilt 
                                                
1 “School to Cite Black Parent for Unity Efforts” New York Times, February 13, 1975.  
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Lincoln Hospital.2 Rose’s trajectory reflected the ways in which paraprofessional positions had 
become avenues for the advancement and empowerment of working-class women in New York 
City. Her politics demonstrated both pride in her local Black community and savvy in building 
interracial coalitions to seek resources – particularly jobs – for the wider neighborhood.  
In the Times’ telling, Rose embodied the transformative vision for community education 
that had been nurtured by parent and community activism in the South Bronx in the late 1960s, 
and had won wide acclaim by the early 1970s. Her experience suggested the possibility that these 
gains in jobs, resources, and community participation might be amplified through political action 
in the years to come. Her ascent to this party position – traditionally doled out by Democratic 
bosses to loyal underlings – was also part of a larger transition in local politics in the 1970s. As 
an older generation of white politicians either retired or followed their constituents deeper into 
the outer boroughs or the suburbs, many Black and Hispanic organizers and activists ran for 
office and won. This process was facilitated, in part, by the creation of new local political 
offices. In the Bronx, Jerome and Aurelia Greene were elected to the Community School Board 
of District Nine after years of local agitation for community involvement in education. Albert 
Vann, a former teacher and community control leader from Ocean Hill-Brownsville, was elected 
to the New York State Assembly from Brooklyn in 1975. Placing people like Rose, Vann, and 
the Greenes in positions of real political power seemed to bode well for the future of community-
based education. What neither they nor the New York Times knew, however, was that the city 
stood at the brink of a fiscal crisis that would radically remake politics and policy in New York.  
This final chapter charts the ways that the political and economic changes of the late 
1970s brought about the end of the “paraprofessional movement,” both in New York City and 
                                                
2 Ibid.  
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nationally. New York had been an early site for innovation in community-based hiring and 
paraprofessional organizing in the 1960s. By 1975, the city had become a new locus for attacks 
on paraprofessional programs and educators. These attacks began with the city’s near-bankruptcy 
in 1975, which resulted in the laying off of thousands of paras and the gutting of the 
Paraprofessional Teacher Education Program (PTEP) at the City University of New York. 
Paraprofessional layoffs hit New York’s poorest communities doubly hard, depriving students 
and schools of essential services while generating financial instability for families that relied on 
public-sector employment for survival in the post-industrial city. The destruction of the “career 
ladder” offered by PTEP likewise dismantled a path to stability for these families.  
Massive layoffs and the elimination of paid training opportunities also damaged the 
United Federation of Teachers’ credibility with its newest members. The besieged union, while 
fighting to preserve the highly stratified benefits plan in its contract, proved unable to protect 
para jobs and career opportunities. In response, left-leaning unionists argued that the UFT’s 
liberal assimilationism for paras – in which community-based educators were incorporated into 
union as apprentices, with the option to work their way up to teaching – was insufficient in the 
face of such crises. They advocated instead for a more radical approach rooted in social 
movement unionism, in which unionized paras and teachers would use both collective bargaining 
and strike actions to support the students, parents, and neighborhoods they served. Across the 
board, job cuts during the crisis disproportionately affected Black and Hispanic workers and their 
communities, due in part to union and civil service seniority rules. All of these factors helped to 
push apart the coalition of unionists, educators, and activists that – despite their evident tensions 
– had supported community-based education in New York City over the preceding decade.  
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Emergency federal funding and the slow recovery of the city’s credit allowed many 
community-based educators to return to work in the late 1970s, but they did so in a rapidly 
changing environment. President Nixon shuttered the Office of Economic Opportunity, which 
had administered the War on Poverty’s Community Action Program, in 1973, while Congress 
restructured the Elementary and Secondary Education Act several times in the 1970s to shift the 
emphasis in spending away from community-based programming and toward targeted, 
measurable interventions in individual student performance.  
On the administrative side, the Office of Education began making significant cuts to the 
Follow-Through program in 1976 and 1977, while Frank Riessman’s Career Opportunities 
Program (COP) wound down its life as a “demonstration” program in the same years. Such 
demonstrations had been intended to spark permanent local programming, but facing fiscal crises 
of their own, few city or state departments of education could keep them going once federal 
funds, support, and coordinating expertise evaporated. Congressional support for special and 
bilingual education continued to fund paraprofessional jobs in these specific areas, but monies 
dwindled for comprehensive programs that tried to simultaneously improve instruction, connect 
schools and communities, and create jobs.  
New York City’s fiscal crisis set the stage for a new urban politics, but it was the election 
of Edward I. Koch as mayor in 1977 that brought these politics to fruition. The famously 
pugnacious major helped shape “the Democratic Party version of neoliberalism” in the wake of 
the crisis: slashing social services, subsidizing private development, and abandoning traditional 
allies in the labor movement and freedom struggles.3 While Koch was a Democrat, his politics 
prefigured and mirrored the strategies associated with Ronald Reagan at the national level. 
                                                
3 Soffer, Ed Koch and the Rebuilding of New York City.  
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Assuming a protective stance toward the taxpaying citizen and “investor confidence,” Koch 
railed against social welfare spending and public sector union contracts. These attacks rendered 
paraprofessional programs and their supporters doubly vulnerable.  
When community-based educators sought annual salaries and pensions for the first time 
in their 1978 contract, Koch vetoed the measure over the objections of his own appointed schools 
chancellor, Frank Macchiarola.4 As Koch indicated with this veto, his regime did not value 
community-based educational work, particularly that performed by working-class Black and 
Hispanic women. Paras and their union fought back, defining themselves as “workaholics” who 
loved their children and their city, and who had improved public education.5 They rallied their 
union and community groups to their cause, but in Koch’s New York, these allies lacked the 
influence that they had once enjoyed. After a two-year struggle in arbitration, paras won summer 
stipends to supplement their yearly salaries, but they waited another five years for pensions.  
In the new political and policy landscape of the 1980s, Koch’s redefinition of 
paraprofessional labor proved hard to shake. Koch had blasted New York City’s decentralized 
schools as corrupt and described Black and Hispanic community leaders as “poverty pimps.” 
Meanwhile, new studies suggested that the impact of paras’ work was insufficiently measured, 
and that paraprofessionals themselves were unqualified as educators. Accusations of patronage, 
coded racism, and appeals to accountability became hallmarks of neoliberal reforms in the 1980s 
and 1990s, in education as in all aspects of urban governance.6 A decade removed from their 
                                                
4 “Koch’s Budget Unit Urges Closing of 15 Schools, Higher Lunch Fees” New York Times, January 4, 1979.  
5 “Mayor Koch, Meet a Workaholic” United Federation of Teachers Photographs (PHOTOS.019), Tamiment 
Library/Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives, New York University, New York, NY.  
6 On the rise of individualized econometric analyses of poverty policy, see O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge. On the 
racialized attack on welfare, see, among many others, Katz. The Undeserving Poor; Kornbluh, The Battle for 
Welfare Rights; Nadasen, Welfare Warriors. 
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1970 “triumph,” New York City’s community-based educators had consolidated their positions 
in classrooms, but the alliances and conditions that had made their work transformative had been 
undermined. They continued to make incremental advances in benefits in the 1980s, but they no 
longer occupied a new and exciting place in community-based educational struggles, teacher 
unions, or poverty policy. Their labor continued, and does to this day, but the capacious vision 
and practice of community-based education that paras and their allies had shaped began to fade.   
II. “Disproportionately on the Shoulders of Blacks and Puerto Ricans”: Community-Based 
Educators during New York City’s Fiscal Crisis  
 
 New York City’s 1975 budget shortfalls were years in the making.7 The city had been a 
leader in social welfare innovation and spending for its poor and working-class citizens since the 
LaGuardia era. New programs had grown precipitously under Mayors Wagner and Lindsay in 
the 1960s, aided in large part by the expansion of federal spending in the War on Poverty. 
Public-sector job creation and unionization – which, this dissertation has argued, should be 
understood as part of the expansion of the social welfare state – likewise increased city budgets. 
By 1965, 382,000 New Yorkers worked in the public sector, a quarter-million of them on the 
municipal payroll. 8 The expansion of the public sector particularly afforded opportunities to 
Black and Hispanic women, who had previously been segregated in the worst jobs available. In 
1940, two out of three employed Black women in Brooklyn labored in domestic service; by 
1970, the number had dropped to fewer than 1 in 10, as former domestics – including many paras 
– moved into new jobs in the “human services.”9 Uptown, only about 5% of Harlemites worked 
in the public sector in 1960, but by 1980 nearly 20% did. These numbers were higher for women, 
                                                
7 Kim Phillips-Fein, Fear City: New York's Fiscal Crisis and the Rise of Austerity Politics (New York, Metropolitan 
Books, 2017). 
8 Woodsworth, Battle for Bed-Stuy, 135.  
9 Freeman, Working-Class New York,183.  
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nearly 30% of whom worked in the public sector in 1980.10 As historians including Jane Berger, 
Michael Katz, and Rhonda Williams have argued, the creation of living-wage jobs remains an 
underappreciated but enormously significant legacy of both the War on Poverty and civil rights 
organizing, particularly for women. 11 
The city’s growing workforce and social welfare state meant growing budgets; by 1965, 
New York City’s annual spending totaled $3.4 billion.12 In the following decade, however, the 
flight of middle-class taxpayers to federally-subsidized suburban developments in the wake of 
deindustrialization – the city lost half a million jobs between 1969 and 1976 – began to severely 
undermine the city’s economy and tax base.13 Declining federal and state support – New York 
City paid the highest proportion of its hospital, Medicaid, and welfare bills of any municipality 
in the nation – exacerbated the problem, and successive mayors and their administrations turned 
to shoddy bookkeeping practices to manage increasingly untenable debt loads.14 By 1974, the 
city’s debt stood at $11 billion, and 11% of annual spending went to debt service.15 
In this moment, historian Joshua Freeman argues, “bankers, financiers, and conservative 
ideologues made an audacious grab for power.”16 Observers had speculated that the city was in 
trouble, but the extent of the crisis was not clear until New York’s bankers abruptly closed the 
bond market to the city in March of 1975. Panic set in, and the State of New York stepped in to 
                                                
10 Census Data, accessed via Social Explorer, www.socialexplorer.com 
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Williams, The Politics of Public Housing. 
12 Woodsworth, Battle for Bed-Stuy, 135.  
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14 Ibid, 96.  
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manage the crisis through the creation of a “Municipal Assistance Corporation” (MAC). By late 
April, at MAC’s urging, Mayor Abe Beame had announced the elimination of nearly 4,000 
employees on the city payroll and another 8,000 positions from the Board of Education’s budget, 
which was being cut by $132 million for the year, all to take effect on July 1, 1975. 17  
These cuts, as Black and Hispanic New Yorkers were quick to realize, did not fall evenly 
upon all city workers. Responding to the announcement, Deputy Schools Chancellor Bernard 
Gifford told the New York Amsterdam News in May that the cuts would “fall disproportionately 
on the shoulders of Blacks and Puerto Ricans.”18  Gifford explained the double thrust of these 
cuts, noting the loss of both jobs and services. “The Mayor has targeted the elimination of large 
numbers of school aides and paraprofessionals, positions in which Black and Puerto Rican 
women are in the majority,” Gifford noted, and their firings meant the “cutback of 
extracurricular activities like vacation daycare, adult education, and recreation” that were “very 
important” to Black and Hispanic New Yorkers who could not afford such services on the 
private market. In addition, Gifford worried, minority teachers might be fired because they 
lacked seniority. Combined with the layoff of paras, Gifford was “very concerned about this 
because we need an integrated school staff.” 19 The central goals of the paraprofessional 
movement and the wider struggle for educational equity in New York were now under attack.  
 Paraprofessional educators and their parent allies took to the streets when the cuts went 
into effect in July. The PTAs of PS 76 and PS 144 blocked traffic at 125th Street and Adam 
Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard in Harlem, and PS 76’s UFT chapter joined the protest after 
learning that their school would lose 25 of its 43 paras. “This is a rip-off of Central Harlem,” 
                                                




Mrs. Ethel Hughes, president of PS 144’s PTA, told reporters. “We are losing the most compared 
to other areas.” Parent leader Annelle Munn added, “The budget cut is throwing a lot of us out of 
jobs.” 20 Later in the month, longtime Harlem activist Isaiah Robinson, now President of the 
Board of Education, echoed their concerns in a news conference at the Board’s headquarters, in 
which he blasted the city for “painfully placing its priorities everywhere but in the classroom.”21 
The actions of these parents and their local union allies were part of a summer of wildcat strikes 
and protests in response to the layoffs, which included policeman blocking traffic on the 
Brooklyn Bridge and a group of highway workers shutting down the Henry Hudson Parkway.22  
 The United Federation of Teachers had just celebrated its annual “Salute to 
Paraprofessionals” when the first round of drastic cuts to the educational budget were 
announced. In the materials and articles that surrounded the fete, UFT president Albert Shanker 
had celebrated the capacity of unionized paras to “improve the quality of education for the City's 
children and to provide an affirmative action program which would … encourage further racial 
and social integration both within the schools and the union itself.”23 The graduates of CUNY’s 
Paraprofessional-Teacher Education Program (PTEP) marched across the stage at the “Salute,” 
and Shanker celebrated their climb up the “career ladder” as an annual high point. As he bragged 
to the New York Times, “this is the finest self-help educational program in this country.”24  
The language of “self help” captures Shanker’s strategic and ideological thinking with 
regard to community-based educators at this moment. The UFT had, since 1968, defined and 
                                                
20 “Harlem Takes to the Streets in the Battle of the Budget, New York Amsterdam News, July 2, 1975.  
21 “Head of Schools Fears Peril in Classroom” Village Voice, July 16, 1975.  
22 Freeman, Working-Class New York. 262.  
23 Draft Report, 1974-1975 School Year, UFT Box 80, Folder 13.  
24 “800 Paraprofessionals Honored by UFT for Earning Degrees” New York Times, April 19. 1975.  
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described paraprofessional labor as a kind of apprenticeship. By positioning community-based 
educators as future teachers, the union had simultaneously appealed to paraprofessional hopes 
for advancement and assuaged rank-and-file teacher fears that these new educators might 
undermine or replace them. The career ladder program, PTEP, was the mechanism that held this 
definition together. By describing it as a “self-help” program, Shanker aimed to communicate 
two things. The UFT’s aging, suburbanized, white membership was moving politically rightward 
in the 1970s with the rest of the nation, and Shanker hoped to convey both to them and to the 
broader body politic that his union supported hard-working strivers, not government-sponsored 
radicals. Shanker also stated his faith in New York City’s midcentury liberal order and his 
union’s place of power within that order, into which the career ladder would assimilate paras. 
The phrasing of “self help,” here, contrasts with Bayard Rustin’s description of paraprofessional 
unionization as a process of “self-determination” in 1970. By deploying the language of the 
black freedom struggle, Rustin suggested more capacious possibilities for community-based 
educators: they would not simply help themselves assimilate into the ranks of middle-class 
professionalism, but would define for themselves the future of their educative labor.  
The fiscal crisis, however, undermined the midcentury political and economic order in 
which Shanker and the UFT operated so effectively. In the process, the crisis put the union’s 
commitment to paraprofessional educators and their advancement to the test. Shanker’s initial 
response to the cuts was direct and unwavering: they were “totally unacceptable.” However, as 
he noted the following week, “the major losses will not occur in the jobs of presently full-time 
teachers” but primarily in the “the services provided children and in the quality of education.”25 
The decision to cut “auxiliary” positions first, as Gifford noted in his comments to the 
                                                
25 Shanker in New York Teacher, reprinted in TAC Newsletter, May 1975, Box 1, Folder 8, AFP 
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Amsterdam News, lay with the Board of Education and the Mayor as much as with the union. 
Still, Shanker’s language rankled the small but influential band of organizers in the union’s left-
leaning Teacher Action Caucus (TAC).26 “Aren’t these remedial teachers, BCG personnel and 
paras full time employees and union members?” asked the TAC’s newsletter in May of 1975. 27 
Community-based educators had presumably joined the UFT as equals, but the implied hierarchy 
of Shanker’s phrasing suggested that the union planned to prioritize teachers in the fight ahead.   
 While parents protested over the summer, the MAC again took its knife to the city’s 
education budget. By August, new cuts had been announced, leading to reports that as many as 
an additional 7,000 to 8,000 positions would be cut. 28  In addition to the positions lost in the 
spring, such cuts would total 15,000 people, or nearly one-fifth of the Board of Education’s 
workforce.29 These numbers proved inflated, but the Board’s detailed figures, released in mid-
September, revealed that 4,542 regular teachers and supervisors would lose their jobs. The 
paraprofessional workforce, however, took the biggest hit: the Board’s memorandum noted the 
elimination of 5,970 positions. This accounted for nearly two-thirds all New York City 
paraprofessionals, nearly all of whom were unionized with the UFT.30 
 By sheer coincidence, the UFT faced these massive cuts at the same moment its three-
year contract expired. The MAC hoped to use the occasion to break the union’s power in the 
city, while the union tried desperately to hang on to a decade of contract gains. Shanker, by his 
                                                
26 The Teacher Action Caucus, while never big enough to challenge the UFT’s leadership in citywide elections, 
controlled or influenced clusters of schools around the city at the chapter level, including several on the Upper West 
Side in District 3 that are discussed in Chapter 4. For additional information on the TAC, see Perlstein, Justice, 
Justice. 
27 TAC Newsletter, May 1975, Box 1, Folder 8, AFP 
28 Albert Shanker, “Where We Stand: Will the Schools be Open on Tuesday?”  New York Times, September 7, 1975. 
29 Ibid. 
30 “4500 Teachers to be Laid Off in Month” New York Times, September 13, 1975, 
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own recollection, did not intend to call a strike against a Board of Education facing a $220 
million shortfall, but his agitated rank-and-file demanded it.31 The walkout was a strange one, as 
it effectively saved the city money. Shanker later mused, “We could have stayed out for two 
years. They were not interested in opening the schools.”32 The weeklong strike, however, gave 
both the UFT leadership and the TAC, in opposition, an opportunity to articulate their vision for 
teacher unionism and the place of community-based educators within it. 
 Shanker, in his regular “column” (a paid advertisement that ran every Sunday in the New 
York Times) argued that the Board insisted on “stripping teachers of long-held and hard-won 
rights.” 33 Shanker charged that the Board was violating the UFT’s contract, particularly the 
class-size provisions, which could not be met after the loss of so many staff. Any new contract, 
the UFT’s leadership argued, “would not yield benefits and working conditions given to the 
teachers in previous contracts.”34 The heads of the city’s public-sector unions, led by Victor 
Gotbaum of AFSCME DC 37, had decided together to forgo annual raises in their contracts, and 
the UFT told the Board of Education that it was willing to freeze any salary increase. However, 
givebacks on previous contract gains were out of the question. The union’s flyers particularly 
highlighted the issue of class size as a way of courting parent support, as well as reminding their 
restive teachers of one of the major gains made in the UFT’s first contract in 1962.35 
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 After five days, Shanker wrote to his membership asking them to ratify a contract with 
terms much like the UFT’s previous one. He celebrated the restoration of class size limits to 
previous contract maximums and the preservation of seniority rights, sabbaticals, and “relief 
from administrative duties and non-teaching chores.”36 The letter also promised that “over two-
thirds of all laid-off members will be rehired beginning immediately, and all of us will be back in 
a short period of time.” What Shanker’s letter did not say was that these re-hirings were 
contingent on relief monies from New York State and the federal government, particularly the 
Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA), funds whose allocation was not 
formally announced until October.37 Shanker urged his membership to “remain united and 
strong” and “by mutual sacrifice … go back to school [emphasis original].” 38 
 By stressing rights, contract gains, and seniority as the yardsticks by which the UFT’s 
success should be measured, Shanker deployed a vision of unionism fully in line with the 
mainstream AFL-CIO position in the collective bargaining era.  Critics at the time and since have 
argued that Shanker privileged the needs and desires of his white, middle-class veteran teachers 
over both newly hired teachers and paraprofessional educators. Certainly, his focus on class size, 
sabbaticals, and non-teaching chores demonstrates the premium Shanker placed on teacher 
autonomy and privileges accrued through seniority. This was not, however, simple favoritism, 
but Shanker’s articulation of what historian Jonna Perrillo calls “teacher power.”39 Shanker’s 
own trajectory as a unionist from the early 1960s, and his firm embeddedness in the AFL-CIO 
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tradition, ensured that he defined the power of his union by the material gains made in each 
successive contract, all of which contributed to the protected status of veteran teachers.  
 The TAC, in opposition, advanced a different measuring stick. In their own strike flyers, 
they repurposed Shanker’s own statement, “No one goes back till we all go back” to argue “the 
minimum conditions for a contract must be no layoffs – rehire all workers who were on staff in 
May ’75.”40 Shanker’s words were surrounded with a hand-drawn chain linking “teachers,” 
“paras,” “subs,” and “counselors.” While the TAC stressed the issue of class size as well, their 
fundamental argument was that the union’s strength should be measured by its members, not its 
contracts. While the TAC claimed that the money was available to rehire everyone, their basic 
argument suggested that given the choice between preserving contract gains and preserving 
unionized jobs in a moment of austerity, the union should opt for the latter. The TAC was further 
incensed when Shanker, under pressure from the city and other union leaders, invested hundreds 
of millions of dollars worth of teacher pension funds in the very city which had just, in the words 
of one former Board of Education president, “clipped the wings” of the union.41  
 The Caucus made this argument from within the union, but it was not the only group in 
the city to argue for taking extraordinary measures to protect city workers, particularly given the 
outsize impact of layoffs on Black and Hispanic educators. A report in the Village Voice quoted 
District 5 Community School District Superintendent Luther Seabrook in Central Harlem on the 
deleterious effect of preserving seniority during teacher layoffs: “Young teachers, minority 
teachers have been let go.” As Seabrook explained, “These are teachers who believe black kids 
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can learn, and they get that belief across. But we’ve lost most of them because they’ve been 
either subs or they became regular teachers after 1972.”42  
Seabrook’s statement pointed to another problem for community-based educators. Union 
and community support for paraprofessionals had proven complementary in the paras’ 1970 
contract campaign. However, in 1975, union seniority regulations put parents and the union at 
odds with one another. In January of 1976, a newly-formed “Concerned Parents and Educators of 
District 5” in Harlem described the effect of the educational cuts as the “destruction of parent 
power.”43 “If we allow Black paraprofessionals, guards, aides, secretaries, teachers, principals, 
guidance counselors, and superintendents to be fired,” the group held, “the images that we have 
struggled so hard and so long to get for our children will be lost.” 44 According to the Amsterdam 
News, the group had “prevailed on District Five officials to cease honoring the UFT’s seniority 
transfer plan,” which, practically, meant the laying off of Black and Hispanic teachers and their 
replacement with older white teachers. Alice Kornegay, a longtime Harlem activist, stated 
unequivocally, “White teachers failed us all these years and in the last 10 years, Blacks have 
been coming in and doing the job.” 45 Harlem parents and educators continued to seek ways to 
retain Black educators in the face of cuts throughout 1976. The local chapter of the NAACP 
announced that it would challenge the discriminatory effect of city layoffs in court. In October, 
the New York State Association of Black Educators took up a collection among its cash-strapped 
members and managed to donate $4,000 to the cause. 46  
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In April, a report by New York City’s Commission on Human Rights confirmed what 
parents and activists had been saying: “minorities and women have borne a disproportionate 
share of layoffs,” and if trends continued, the city would have “an all-white, predominantly male 
workforce.”47 Between July of 1974 and November of 1975, the City’s mayoral agency 
workforce had shrunk 28.2%, from 164,894 to 118,459 workers. 46,435 people had lost their 
jobs, including over half of all Hispanic city workers and thirty-five percent of Black workers, as 
compared to twenty-two percent of white workers. A staggering eighty-five percent of the 
workforce had been laid off in the “paraprofessional” category, which included workers in 
health, sanitation, and social work as well as education. 48 
The result of these layoffs, the report explained was a “double-barreled effect” of 
unemployment and cuts to “direct community services” in the city’s “low-income and minority” 
neighborhoods. While the report was careful to note that drastic budget cuts were the root of the 
problem, seniority rules in civil service codes and union contracts exacerbated their impact.49 
Membership in the UFT had provided enormous gains to paraprofessional educators in the five 
years since their first contract, but now their allies in communities – and some paras themselves 
– began to wonder whether their union still had the power, or desire, to protect them.  
Albert Vann, a Brooklyn teacher and community control advocate who had become a 
State Assemblyman, called a meeting of 300 paraprofessionals in Brooklyn in October. At the 
meeting, Vann offered a brief historical overview of community-based education, saying “the 
creation of Paraprofessional positions in the NYC school system came about from parental and 
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community pressure to make our schools meaningful to the children.” Vann added, “The system 
accommodated a lot of our parental and grass-roots leadership by providing jobs for them in the 
schools. To the surprise of many, you made yourselves invaluable in the classroom.” At Vann’s 
suggestion, the gathered paraprofessionals created a steering committee to directly challenge the 
UFT, which, in Vann’s estimation, “no longer wants you around.”50 The Amsterdam News 
reported that Velma Murphy Hill, the UFT’s paraprofessional chapter chair, met with the new 
steering committee shortly after Vann’s meeting and promised “all paras will be rehired in 2-3 
weeks by using CETA money.” Vann remained skeptical, telling the News, “I strongly suggest 
that the paras in my district remain organized and keep the pressure on the union where they paid 
their dues. There is nothing in the law that says our paras must be the last priority.” 51  
Hill’s meeting with these Brooklyn paras was one of dozens she attended during the 
crisis, both at school-level UFT chapter meetings and in community settings. Committed to civil 
rights unionism, Hill was torn between between supporting paraprofessional educators in every 
context and honoring the union’s longtime commitment to seniority and autonomy from 
community activism. Layoffs, as she was well aware, threatened not just jobs but the community 
support for unionized paraprofessionals that her chapter had worked so hard to build in 1970.  
 At UFT headquarters, Hill ran a makeshift “hiring hall” to reassign and re-employ paras, 
doing her best to honor their own seniority as money slowly became available to rehire these 
workers. However, the layoffs, even if they proved temporary, forced many paras to look for 
other jobs to support their families. Working-class women, many of them the heads of their 
households, could hardly afford to wait out the uncertainty of being rehired. Shelvy Young-
                                                
50 “Paraprofessionals Form Committee to Confront UFT” New York Amsterdam News October 22, 1975.  
51 Ibid.  
 397 
Abrams, by then a union activist in her Lower East Side school, recalled that in her district, “we 
lost about 300 … practically all of them. I don’t know where they all went.” Young-Abrams 
herself “was shaking in my boots. Lord, I can’t afford to lose my job.” While she survived 
without being laid off, she realized that some of her colleagues “would never be back.”52  
Schools and students across New York City suffered throughout the academic year as 
these educators were laid off. One New York Times story cited cancelations of after-school 
programs in the South Bronx, bilingual parent outreach and health services in East Harlem, and 
community programming in Bedford-Stuyvesant. The piece quoted one principal who said that, 
as a result of the closures, “there is no release, no outlet for the kids” and “that hostility comes 
back to us.”53 At PS 40, in Bed-Stuy, ten of the school’s twenty-two paraprofessional educators 
were laid off, but as principal Seymour Lachman noted, those who were able to secure 
unemployment “come around on their own and serve as volunteers.” 54 As they had done during 
previous crises, including the 1968 teacher strikes, New York City’s community-based educators 
retained their commitments to serving the children of their neighborhoods in challenging times, 
going so far as to work for free in certain circumstances. Students and parents depended on the 
work that they did and the services they provided, both during and after school.  
Hill and Shanker also negotiated to allow paras attending PTEP classes at CUNY to 
continue in these programs with all related union benefits, despite being laid off. 55 This, in 
particular, was a point of pride, as it allowed workers to stay active in their union and continue 
their educations with small stipends as they waited to be rehired. However, not all 
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paraprofessionals could make time for school while seeking other jobs; Marian Thom remembers 
that she “resigned” from classes after being laid off in 1975 (she was rehired later in the year).56 
And even as CETA funding arrived to New York City to allow community-based educators to 
return to work, the aftershocks of the fiscal crisis imperiled the free, open career ladder that 
represented the most innovative contract victory for paraprofessionals in 1970.  
 The first cut to CUNY’s Paraprofessional-Teacher Education Program took place 
abruptly in the May of 1976, when the Board of Education announced that it no longer had the 
money to pay stipends to paraprofessionals attending summer classes. In a twenty-page report to 
Bernard Gifford, the Board’s Personnel Director, Frank C. Arricale, spelled out a doomsday 
scenario: “In the Mayor's Executive Budget the entire amount of 2.8 million dollars for the 
paraprofessional career training program was eliminated.” 57 To make matters worse, the 
Emergency Financial Control Board (EFCB), which had taken over city management from the 
MAC, had imposed tuition at the City University of New York. Arricale reported, “our staff was 
told that in no way would CUNY waive tuition costs for the paras; since the paras are part-time 
students they do not qualify for tuition assistance.” CUNY was asking for $5 million for tuition 
(to begin in the fall of 1976), while summer stipends - $80-85 per week for six weeks - would 
cost approximately $1.5 million to replace. The Board of education simply didn’t have the 
money. Thinking aloud, Arricale suggested that paras could apply for unemployment or welfare 
to fund themselves over the summer, as many paras who did not take classes already did. When 
this suggestion went public, however, it served as a symbol of a particularly cruel manifestation 
of the fiscal crisis. 
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 Shanker penned a strongly worded letter to the Board of Education on June 16, insisting 
it “reconsider this direct contract violation.”58 These words were carefully chosen; Shanker had 
defined his union’s strength on unyielding protection of contract gains. However, the reply was 
the same, “the Board has no funds for this purpose.”59 Shanker replied with a public telegram on 
July 27 that averred,  “the paraprofessional career training program has been the ladder to 
economic advancement for thousands of Black and Hispanic paraprofessionals and promises an 
infusion of minority group members into the ranks of New York City teachers. Every dictate of 
conscience, morality, and social decency demands the continuation of this vital program.”60 
 The timing of Shanker’s telegram was not a coincidence; on the same July day, a small 
but vocal group of paraprofessional educators rallied in front of UFT headquarters to demand the 
union defend their contract and win back their stipends. Led by a group calling itself “Concerned 
Teachers for Quality Education,” the rally slammed Shanker and the union’s leadership for being 
“insensitive” to their needs and “sell[ing] out to the Board of Education.”61 Flyers distributed by 
the group argued that paras “need more effective union representation.”62 Theirs was not the first 
action by rank-and-file paraprofessionals; the Civil Service Leader reported that “angry” union 
paras from both DC 37 and the UFT rallied at City Hall in the last week of June.63 Shanker had 
promised to preserve contract gains. When he did not, UFT paraprofessionals protested. 
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 Velma Murphy Hill tried to reassure the rank-and-file in the paraprofessional chapter 
newsletter, but in the face of such drastic cuts, hers was a losing battle. “This year closes on a 
very sad note,” read the June 1976 issue of Para Scope, “The city’s financial crunch has placed 
the career ladder program in serious jeopardy.”64 The newsletter closed with a promise and a 
plea:  “We will continue our efforts to keep our college program and to maintain it, but in these 
serious times, we need the support and the solidarity of every member of the UFT.” 65 Writing to 
UFT paraprofessional chapter representatives across the city in advance of the demonstration at 
UFT headquarters, Hill took a more frustrated tone. “We are sure that this precipitous action 
comes from the frustration and anxiety about the state of the program,” she wrote, “but we 
should be conscious of who the enemy is and who it is not. The UFT is committed to doing all 
within its power to maintain this program. To demonstrate at the Union only creates the 
impression of disunity among the paraprofessionals.”66 The protests went on as planned.  
Within the rubric of formal collective bargaining, the UFT’s only option was to file a 
grievance and go through the laborious process of arbitration. In the meantime, summer faded 
into fall without a single paraprofessional educator receiving a stipend, and the opening of the 
school year brought the announcement of more cuts and chaos.67 Shanker did his best, under the 
circumstances, to keep public attention focused on the paraprofessionals’ continued fight for 
their career ladder. In his “Where We Stand” column in September, he called the destruction of 
PTEP “ridiculous,” arguing “we are saving next to nothing, but we are denying the children the 
services of the paras, we are pushing far into the future the genuine integration of our schools 
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staff, and we are once again needlessly placing people on the treadmill of poverty and welfare.”68 
Finally, in late October, the union won its arbitration case.69 The Board was ordered to pay out 
stipends of $500 to 1,700 paras who had fulfilled the requirements for the summer, and the UFT 
hailed the decision as an overdue victory. 70 
However, these 1,700 paraprofessionals represented only half of those who had originally 
planned to take summer classes; as Marian Thom’s story indicates, many could not continue 
their educations without the financial support their contract promised. Moreover, the larger 
problem remained; CUNY now charged tuition, and the Board no longer had any funding to pay 
either tuition or stipends. Throughout the following school year, Velma Murphy Hill and the 
paraprofessional chapter continued to fight for stipends and tuition, but budgets did not budge, 
and participation in the program began to wither badly, as it was now contingent on the ability of 
paras to pay their own way before, perhaps, being reimbursed.71 PTEP was finally shuttered in 
the early 1980s, though paraprofessional educators continued to seek higher education at CUNY 
through a series of more specific and targeted programs developed in piecemeal fashion.   
While city budgets and paraprofessional jobs slowly stabilized in the late 1970s, the fiscal 
crisis had done lasting damage to unionized paras on two levels. Unionization had helped some 
paras preserve and regain their jobs during the crisis, but the UFT’s seniority provisions had 
demonstrated their lowly place within the union’s hierarchy. While driven by circumstances far 
beyond the union’s control, the leadership’s success in preserving key contract gains for veteran 
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teachers contrasted starkly with their inability to retain paras’ contractually guaranteed career 
ladder program. For the left-leaning unionists in the TAC, the unequal results of the “mutual 
sacrifice” promised by Shanker called the UFT’s entire model of organizing into question. Ewart 
Guinier, a leading Black trade unionist and founding director of Harvard’s African American 
studies program, asked “is collective bargaining passé in a time of fiscal crisis?” at a TAC event 
in December of 1976.72  Paras who lost jobs and training opportunities despite their contract 
might well have thought so.  As Joshua Freeman argues, the damage the crisis did to “the idea 
and reality of an expansive, democratic state sector was immediate, strong, and irreversible.” 
Over the next five years, the city would shed 63,000 jobs through layoffs and attrition.73   
The destruction of PTEP weakened the collegial and rhetorical link between teachers and 
paras by eliminating the possibility of paras becoming teachers. In the 1970 contract campaign in 
New York City, and around the nation afterward, UFT leaders and organizers described 
paraprofessional educators not as parent activists but as teachers-in-training. Clarence Taylor, 
who started as a special education paraprofessional just after the fiscal crisis, observed a cruel 
sort of irony in the persistence of the career ladder after 1976. Paras who sought better working 
conditions in schools were often told to become teachers, even though the process, by that point, 
“sort of went on forever” and required significant personal financial investment.74 Absent real 
opportunities for advancement, defining paraprofessional work as apprenticeship served to 
relegate these workers to second-class status in classrooms and union halls.  
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After a decade of organizing, community-based educators in New York had carved out a 
space for themselves in the city’s schools, unions, and political power structure. In addition to 
their longtime collaborators in grassroots struggles and antipoverty programs, these educators 
now had allies and representatives in party politics and one of the city’s largest and most 
powerful unions. However, just as paras gained access to these positions of power, the structure 
in which they were embedded began to collapse.  
Watching the fiscal crisis unfold, activists both inside and outside of the United 
Federation of Teachers argued that the union should take drastic action to defend its newest 
members. They blasted the union for taking part in a “corporatist” resolution to the crisis, in 
which municipal unions bailed out the city with their pension funds in exchange for the 
preservation of their existing contracts. These organizers and activists were particularly incensed 
by the UFT’s adherence to strict seniority in the face of inequitable layoffs. For better and worse, 
these were the principles that the UFT, and the midcentury public sector labor movement more 
broadly, were built upon.75 Their strategies had driven the tremendous growth of teacher and 
municipal unionism. However, the world in which they had succeeded was now disappearing. As 
a new world of austerity took shape in the years following the fiscal crisis, the coalition of 
antipoverty workers, unionists, and freedom struggle activists that had supported the creation and 
growth of an expansive vision of community-based education began to break down. 
What did the future hold for community-based educators in this new landscape? Writing 
in the Amsterdam News in 1976, William L. Hamilton, the African-American dean of LaGuardia 
Community College, mused on this question. In his years at community colleges in New York 
City, Hamilton had watched paras “struggling up the educational ladder to reach for the 
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American dream,” and he saluted their “tremendous physical, emotional and intellectual 
stamina.” As opportunities for advancement waned, Hamilton argued “a lesson is to be learned 
from the experience of the paraprofessional movement”: paras and their allies “must develop into 
political advocates of their programs to protect their vested interests and to sustain their gains by 
developing the momentum into an institution, thus keeping the movement alive for others.”76 
Through sustained organizing in their schools, communities, and the labor movement, paras had 
done exactly this for a decade. Maintaining this political activity, and the uneasy alliances that 
underlay it, would prove a more difficult matter in the post-crisis city. 
III. From Communities to Consumers: Political and Policy Shifts Across the Nation 
 Whether William Hamilton knew it or not, his call for political mobilization echoed that 
of another New Yorker, the antipoverty scholar-activists Frances Fox Piven. In a volume 
stemming from a conference on “Public Service Employment” that was released in 1973 (and is 
discussed at length in Chapter 6), Piven was given the last word. The collection featured a long 
parade of New Careerists extolling a vision of a robust, desegregated public sector that provided 
jobs, opportunities, and high-quality social welfare in a post-industrial society. Piven, however, 
closed on a skeptical note. A public service employment program “that is both large-scale and 
socialistic in structure” the contributors had argued, “can be forged if we work to arouse certain 
potential constituencies with a stake in public service employment – minorities, the poor, 
women, students, and consumers.”77 Piven’s question was simple: how? These constituencies, 
she argued, “simply do not have the political resources or organization” to make such a claim, 
particularly as a large – and hardly equitable or socialistic – public sector already existed. 
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Anticipating the challenges of the fiscal crisis, Piven warned that the “powerful interests” 
entrenched in the public sector – and here she included professionals, public sector unions, and 
politicians – would continue to shape this sector for their own benefit. As a professor at 
Brooklyn College, Piven argued against job cuts based on seniority during the 1975 fiscal crisis. 
She proposed, instead, a more equitable distribution of fiscal hardship across the faculty to retain 
maximum numbers.  
 Piven’s prescient essay emphasized the fundamentally political nature of public sector 
job creation and antipoverty policy at precisely the moment that the political coalitions that had 
sustained the War on Poverty and Great Society were breaking down. The rising cost of the 
Vietnam War, the first “oil shock,” and “stagflation” all contributed to these seismic political 
shifts, of which New York City’s fiscal crisis was a particularly abrupt and explosive example. 
As postwar surpluses devolved into budget deficits at the municipal, state, and federal level, 
ideological opponents of the liberal welfare state seized the opportunity to challenge “big 
government” and social programs. In the context of these new political, policy, and ideological 
battles, community-based educators faced new challenges to their jobs, and the visions for their 
labor that they had cultivated over the preceding decade.  
 As historian Alice O’Connor argues, these struggles had begun almost immediately 
during the implementation of the War on Poverty, as competing administrators promoted 
different methods for attaining and deploying “poverty knowledge.”78 The “community action” 
model, pioneered by Sargent Shriver’s team at the Office of Economic Opportunity, had 
“transformed the very notion of demonstration research from a mechanism for small-scale 
experimentation into an instrument for direct, and some cases immediate and large-scale, 
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action.”79 Harlem Youth Opportunities Unlimited and Mobilization for Youth, which pioneered 
community-based educational hiring in New York City, had begun as demonstrations. By 1965, 
Head Start served 200,000 students as a “demonstration.” In the 1970s, the Career Opportunities 
Program employed and trained nearly 15,000 paras at hundreds of sites nationwide, but classified 
itself as a “mid-range demonstration.”80 Such projects, O’Connor notes, “pushed past the limits 
of standard social service reform … to draw community residents more directly into school 
governance.”81 These programs were rooted in the “maximum feasible participation” ethos of the 
Community Action Program (CAP), and ran on Frank Riessman’s belief that the “indigenous 
nonprofessional” was a repository of actionable local knowledge for the improvement of social 
services. They also created opportunities for black women to “fight their own War on Poverty” 
through activist mothering, in the words of historian Annelise Orleck.82 By virtue of their 
empowerment of the poor as political actors and their connections to the ongoing Black freedom 
struggle, these programs also faced immediate, virulent, political backlash from local elites.  
 While community action endured this backlash, the OEO’s Office of Research, Plans, 
Programs and Evaluation (RPP&E) promoted what O’Connor calls the “analytic” approach to 
poverty knowledge, in which neutral experts deployed cost-benefit analysis to assess the 
“individual improvement” of each subject of antipoverty interventions.83 The rise of RPP&E and 
the fall of the CAP within the poverty knowledge arena was aided and abetted by the publication 
of Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s controversial 1965 report (discussed in previous chapters), which 
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placed the “matriarchal” nature of Black families at the heart of the “pathology” of poverty. The 
analytic approach was further solidified by the election of Richard Nixon in 1968, as exemplified 
by an audit of Head Start conduct during his first year in office. The “impact evaluation confined 
itself to variables it could easily measure … and ignored or devalued more subtle, less easily 
quantifiable program objectives.” Consequently, O’Connor notes, Head Start was judged 
“according to the measures of individual gains – such as cognitive ability or raised income – 
rather than more elusive indicators of community-level change.”84  
These shifts in policy and politics threatened community-based educators and their 
established visions for their work. “Neutral experts” using cost-benefit evidence of paras’ impact 
would invariably underestimate or ignore the thick, multi-layered combination of activist 
mothering and community linkages paras brought to their jobs. Policymakers and evaluators 
steeped in the “culture of poverty” would see these working-class Black and Hispanic mothers 
not as repositories of “indigenous” knowledge, but as fonts of matriarchal pathology.  
Community-based educators in public schools outlasted workers in similar roles in 
community-based programs because they organized to make their roles permanent within an 
established city agency. It also helped that the educational bureaucracy lagged behind the 
antipoverty world in making the shift to the “analytic” mode of analysis. Studies of 
paraprofessional educators from the early 1970s were sociological and qualitative in nature, 
relying on students, teachers, parents, and administrators to report their impressions and 
experiences of these programs. The Institute for Educational Development’s laudatory study of 
New York’s para programs followed this model, as did the Minnesota State Department of 
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Education’s glowing report on Minneapolis paraprofessionals.85 Across the board, these 
sociological evaluations returned positive results.86   
The primary source of funding for paraprofessional programs was the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965. The ESEA was shaped by both the civil rights 
movement and the War on Poverty. Its design and implementation laid out what scholars of 
education describe as an “equity regime.”87 Strategically designed to appeal to a wide range of 
lawmakers, and infused with the “maximum feasible participation” ethos, the ESEA dispersed 
funds widely to combat poverty in a host of settings. As a consequence, one administrator noted, 
there was not one single vision for Title I funding for compensatory education, but “something 
more like thirty thousand separate and different Title I programs.”88 This variation made room 
for the wide range of experiments in community-based hiring that paras and their allies seized 
upon to create para programs.  
However, this variation also left the ESEA vulnerable to political attacks for its 
incoherence. Invoking the new analytic regime in 1970, President Nixon argued most existing 
Title I programs were “based on faulty assumptions and inadequate knowledge.”89 The faulty 
assumptions to which Nixon referred included, pointedly, community action, while the 
knowledge he decried as inadequate was insufficiently quantitative and individualized.  
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Critiques of Title I came, as well, from advocates for educational equity, including a suit 
from the NAACP charging that Title I dollars were diverted by state and local districts from poor 
children. The ESEA also became the vehicle by which specific protections for language learners 
and students with disabilities became enshrined in law. The rights of students to be educated 
necessitated new programs and new standards of evaluation, and shifted the administration of the 
ESEA away from generalist and experimental programming toward explicit (and sometimes 
conflicting) directives and evaluations.90 Paraprofessional positions followed this federal money. 
Bilingual paras continued to find work even amid the recessions of the 1970s (and New York 
City’s fiscal crisis); a 1985 study in New York City revealed that bilingual paraprofessionals 
were twice as likely to become teachers through career ladder programs as their monolingual 
counterparts. 91 A broader shift occurred as federally recognized special education populations 
grew rapidly in the 1970s. These students required individuated attention, even as general 
funding for compensatory education was increasingly diverted away from paraprofessional 
programs. By the 1980s, more than half of New York City’s paraprofessional educators worked 
in special education, a ratio that holds today across a workforce of nearly 25,000 people.92  
By the middle of the 1970s, the expansion of federal education funding to cover many 
different subcategories led ascendant fiscal conservatives to attack the ESEA as an example of 
big government run amok. 93 Lawmakers and administrators within the Office of Education 
attempted to adjust the law to fit the times, embracing analytics and individuation over the 
previous emphasis on equity and community action. Nowhere was this more visible than in the 
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reworking of the law’s Title III. This lesser-known and lesser-funded Title had begun with a 
“community action” mission, seeding “Community Education Centers” (CECs) in local school 
districts to innovate beyond the strictures of the K-12 classroom. Many of the most innovative 
programs in New York City developed from within CECs, including El Museo del Barrio in East 
Harlem. 94 By 1972, part of this title was reworked for “consumer education,” and by 1976, Title 
III was completely devoted to consumer education.95 Under this new policy regime, seed money 
would not empower and hire poor people to innovate collectively for students, but would hire 
experts to teach the poor how to best spend their limited incomes in the free market. Programs 
funded by Title III in 1976 included scam-avoidance programs for seniors in Arkansas, Utah, and 
several other states; introductions to “consumer economics” elementary and middle-school 
students, including energy consumption curricula for in Colorado; and lessons on frugal 
shopping for the poor in cities including Ocean City, New Jersey. 96  
The transformations of Title I and Title III mirrored the larger shifts taking place in the 
world of “poverty knowledge” as political conservatives embraced ultra-free-market solutions to 
respond to budget shortfalls. This new generation of politicians trained their sights on both social 
welfare spending and public sector employment, calling for the slashing of the former and the 
outsourcing of the later to the private, for-profit sector.97 Community-based educators and their 
allies had tried to unite these twin features of the postwar state in an equitable vision of a post-
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industrial economy. Now, they faced a two-front attack as both workers and participants in 
antipoverty programs. 
The War on Poverty had cut the poverty rate to all-time low of 11% in late 1970s, from 
20% in 1964, but by 1980, Ronald Reagan characterized it as a failure.98  School spending was 
among the many federal programs Reagan targeted; the president promised in 1980 to shutter his 
predecessor’s newly created Department of Education, and in 1981, he successfully urged 
Congress to cut federal education spending by twenty percent.99 The release of A Nation at Risk, 
a report on America’s “failing schools,” by Reagan’s Department of Education in 1983, 
cemented political and policy shifts away from efforts toward equity to a focus on “excellence” 
in individual pupil performance.100  
Where, amid these seismic shifts in the political economy and the policy landscape, did 
the various supporters of community-based education stand? The American Federation of 
Teachers, much like the UFT in New York City – both were led by Albert Shanker after 1974 – 
hewed to their model of liberal assimilationism for paras. They continued to expand organizing 
to paraprofessional educators across the country in 1975, but their vision of uplift remained 
firmly within the color-blind rubric that Shanker adopted after 1968. As a consequence, the 
national union not only avoided community activists in the 1970s, but went so far as support the 
Bakke challenge to affirmative action at the Supreme Court in 1978. Committed civil rights 
unionists in the AFT, including Velma Murphy Hill, took Shanker to task for moves of this 
nature, but to little avail. At a more general level, Shanker’s commitment to “teacher power” and 
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the autonomy that came with it made two-way alliances harder to sustain.101 The union’s growth 
slowed in the 1980s, along with that of many public sector unions, as the labor movement as a 
whole was besieged by attacks on both public and private sector workers. 
Frank Riessman, Alan Gartner, and their fellows in the New Careers Movement remained 
committed to the belief that successful demonstration programs could not only deliver excellent 
short-term outcomes but also win the continued support of policymakers. As the Career 
Opportunities Program (COP) wound down in 1977, its chronicler, George Kaplan, sought to 
position the program’s success within a changing world of policy and politics. Conceived in the 
1960s, the COP ran from 1970-1976. As Kaplan put it, the “climate of that decade was far 
different than earlier.”102 Freedom struggles “had crested” and were “ebbing,” but despite the 
community action ideas built into the COP, Kaplan argued, the program in fact “epitomized the 
changed ambiance of the 1970s.” Writing for an audience of politicians and administrators in 
1977, Kaplan abandoned the capacious visions of an antipoverty-focused public sector that the 
New Careerists had espoused a few years earlier. Rather, he wrote, the COP promoted “old 
fashioned work ethic … not only didn’t it attack the prevailing political and economic system, its 
participants were ambitious to become part of it.”103 In the face of new political rhetoric, Kaplan 
tried to refashion the COP’s definition of paraprofessional labor as by-the-bootstraps 
individualism. It was a far cry from Riessman’s calls for full employment earlier in the decade.   
The shoe did not quite fit. Kaplan strove to redefine the idea of the “indigenous 
nonprofessional” within this new rubric, writing that the use of “indigenous participants” made 
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for “internal accountability” to communities.104 However, Kaplan’s linguistic contortions, as he 
noted, were likely for naught, as the COP had “nonexistent public relations” and, according to 
one Office of Education official, “no one in Congress has ever heard of it.” 105 The COP, by its 
own measures and by the sociological studies that it and outside forces had conducted, had been 
a smashing success, but it was unclear that anyone in power had either noticed or cared. And, in 
the final offing, Kaplan recognized that the COP’s multi-faceted impact was difficult to capture. 
Of the program’s overall impact he wrote, “low-income communities reawakened to their 
schools. Individual lives acquired new importance,” but all of this was “frustratingly immune to 
quantification.”106 Still, New Careerists did their best to adapt their programs; in addition to 
Kaplan’s descriptions of “internal accountability,” Alan Gartner won funds from the repurposed 
Title III for a program of “Consumer Education and the Human Services” in 1976, to be run by 
Gartner and Riessman’s New Careers Training Laboratory at CUNY and to focus on the delivery 
of health and education services to the “consumers” – i.e. the residents – of Central Harlem. 107  
Reflecting upon what became of most War on Poverty programs, Alice O’Connor writes, 
“In reality, it was the strength and organization of a political constituency, not cost-effectiveness, 
that would determine the[ir] fate.”108 The New Careerists, for all the policy acumen they had 
accrued, seemed not to fully comprehend this, as Frances Fox Piven noted. Preston Wilcox, 
however, understood the political nature of antipoverty policy and evaluation very well. In 
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addition to the constant activism he organized on behalf of Follow-Through programs and 
parents, Wilcox also wrote regularly and strenuously to the Office of Education to insist that 
parents and community-based educators take part in the evaluation of programs. Wilcox’s Afram 
Associates promoted this model to their own Follow Through sites, urging that parents be 
regularly involved in the assessment of their children’s education. 109 
 Wilcox took his concerns up the chain, as well, insisting that the Office of Education 
(OE) implement programs that included parents in evaluation at every level. The OE had 
contracted the Stanford Research Institute to evaluate Follow-Through, and they had produced a 
glowing report of the program’s first year in 1969 and 1970, using survey data to show increased 
parent involvement as well as test data to show individual student gains.110 Nonetheless, Wilcox 
was concerned. In February of 1971, he wrote to Richard Snyder, OE’s Chief of Research and 
Evaluation for Follow Through, to argue that test-score data collected by SRI should “not be 
presented by itself or interpreted by anyone other than the parents and the Parent Action 
Councils” in conjunction with “soft data” collected by parents themselves.111 In July, OE 
committed, in a draft of evaluation procedures, to openly sharing evaluations and procedures 
with communities and to giving members of communities “the opportunity to determine, at least 
in part, what data should be collected.”112 Wilcox continued to emphasize the need for parent 
participation in evaluation throughout the life of Afram’s Follow-Through sites. In 1973, he 
expounded on Afram’s “Philosophy of Evaluation” in their annual report to OE, writing “Afram 
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seeks to involve locally-designated persons in paid positions as collectors of data, conveners of 
meetings, research assistants, and the like.” In this context, he added, evaluation was a “learning 
tool” for parents as well as a method for producing feedback and accountability.113  
 Wilcox’s emphasis on the need to couple “hard” test score data with “soft” surveys of 
parents and communities anticipated many present-day movements, as did his demand that 
communities have a say in the accountability measures imposed upon their schools. Like the 
New Careerists, his concerns were gleaned from experience, and from the realization that 
Afram’s model of community empowerment through paraprofessionalism was not easily 
measured by cost-benefit analysis. As Afram site coordinator Roy Beard (of “lily white” Alcona 
County, Michigan) wrote in a letter to Wilcox, “This is parent participation but how do you get 
this to show up in an evaluation study as a statistic?”114 For Wilcox, the answer was, in part, to 
have the parents who participated evaluate the program themselves.  
 Struggles over evaluation and knowledge production took time and energy even when 
administrators – like those Wilcox worked with at OE – were sympathetic in the early 1970s. 
However, by the late 1970s, and particularly after the fiscal crisis in New York, the “analytic” 
revolution in policy was coupled to a political revolution whose commitments to cutting the 
public sector and social spending placed paras square in its crosshairs. In New York, that 
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IV. “Why Should I Still Be On Welfare?”: The Dismantling of Community Education 
Shelvy Young-Abrams still gets angry when she talks about Ed Koch. Koch, the three-
term mayor of New York City, upended the city’s old progressive Democratic politics.115 And 
while most “New Democrats” hailed from the Sun Belt and suburbia, Koch was in many ways 
the first urban neoliberal Democrat, as evidenced by everything from his embrace of 
gentrification as development policy to his aggressive cuts to social services. Koch fueled these 
policies with populist, white-ethnic rage at a supposedly greedy underclass. He embraced the 
death penalty, over which a mayor has no control, while campaigning. Upon his election, he 
sought out confrontations with Black and Hispanic organizers. He famously called local activists 
receiving federal funds “poverty pimps,” and made a virtue of ignoring community pleas as he 
closed Harlem’s Sydenham Hospital in his first term in office.  
In the same budget that closed Sydenham, Koch rejected the UFT’s request to annualize 
paraprofessional salaries. Much as the city’s Board of Education officials had done amid New 
York’s fiscal crisis in 1975, Koch and his aides suggested paras could simply collect 
unemployment or welfare in the summers instead.116  Whereas the Board’s suggestion had been a 
tone-deaf exercise in bureaucratic arithmetic, however, Koch’s was a pointed attack, one that 
simultaneously linked paras to the urban underclass and devalued their work in classrooms. 
Many paras, including Young-Abrams, had received public assistance before they were hired, 
and they found Koch’s suggestion shocking and cynical. “Why should I still be on welfare when 
I'm trying to better myself?” asked Young-Abrams.117 Given Koch’s vocal disgust with both the 
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city’s community-based politics and its social welfare spending, his treatment of 
paraprofessionals as “welfare mothers” made clear that he did not intend to reward their labor.  
Koch also argued that annualizing paraprofessional salaries would “set a dangerous precedent” 
for future collective bargaining.118 The new Mayor intended to break the power of the city’s 
municipal unions, and he planned to begin by targeting their newest, lowest-paid members. 
Paraprofessional educators and their allies protested furiously, and the mayor’s 
simultaneous attack on Harlem and the union pulled the old coalition of educators, activists, and 
unionists that had built para programs back together again in limited form. Young-Abrams 
remembers that she and her fellow paraprofessionals were so infuriated by Koch’s dismissal that 
“we were ready to do a sleep-in at City Hall. No, we were. When that happened, we were ready 
to strap ourselves to the tables. That's how strongly we felt about it.”119 Velma Murphy Hill told 
the mayor “you can’t discriminate against one group” and threatened legal action for 
discrimination in addition to the union’s move to arbitration, which began in the spring of 1979. 
The UFT also pulled together an advertising plan in response to Koch’s argument that paras were 
part-time employees who did not deserve the benefits that teachers and other professionals 
received. In one ad, Young-Abrams appeared below the headline “I Love New York, Mayor 
Koch. Why Doesn’t New York Love Me?” The ad described her, accurately, as a single mother 
of two working full-time and attending school. Her composed presence in the New York 
Amsterdam News offered a staunch rebuke to Koch’s rhetoric about “poverty pimps” and 
“welfare queens.”120 Chinese-American paraprofessional Marian Chin appeared in a similar ad 
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that read “Mayor Koch, Meet a Workaholic,” Para Victor Vasquez appeared alongside a 
description of the boy with cerebral palsy whom Victor had helped to walk for the first time.121  
 
Figure 17: “I Love New York, Mayor Koch. Why Doesn’t New York Love Me?”  
Source: New York Amsterdam News, March 10, 1970 (via Proquest Historical Newspapers) 
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The Amsterdam News authored an editorial in support of Harlem’s paras and ran several 
articles on the fight. One piece ran photos from the UFT’s annual “Salute to Paraprofessionals” 
and quoted Velma Hill on the virtues of unionization for paras: “Today, being a paraprofessional 
in a New York City public school is clearly a job with a future.” The Amsterdam News added a 
note on activist mothering, writing that “most paras live in the communities in which they work 
and many spend their own time on an informal basis reaching out to the parents of children.” 122 
By 1978, the coalition of allies that had once created and sustained paraprofessional jobs 
and programs no longer wielded the clout it once had. As arbitration dragged on for a year, Koch 
made a show of giving “grades” to New York City agencies on live television. Unsurprisingly, 
the schools did poorly, and Koch took the opportunity to blame the UFT for costing the city 
money. Al Shanker responded in his paid column by blasting Koch’s “school destruction 
program” and by noting that his budgets had slashed support staff – including paras – for the 
very children Koch purported to defend.123 
Finally, in March, Koch yielded a small summer stipend for paras in lieu of an annualized 
contract. An exhausted Velma Murphy Hill told New York Teacher, the UFT’s magazine, “It just 
always does take a lot of time, patience, and much aggravation before working people get 
anything like what we deserve.” 124 The stipends were something “like” the annual salaries that 
the TAC had demanded since 1972, and which the UFT’s leadership had been seeking since 
1978, but the arbitration gains of 1980 otherwise shared little with the “triumph” of the first 
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contract a decade earlier. It was not until 1983 that paraprofessionals received pensions, by an 
act of New York State government.125  
While community-based educators managed to preserve their jobs amid the fiscal crisis, 
and even win small gains on the new, unfavorable terrain of urban politics, Koch’s attacks set the 
tone for their marginalization as the 1980s wore on. The mayor deployed coded racism and 
sexism to frame paraprofessionals as expendable: paras were not educators but “welfare 
mothers,” their jobs not work but patronage. New York City schools chancellor Joel Klein would 
make similar arguments as he attempted lay off hundreds of paras twenty-five years later.126  
The vision and practice of community education that paras and their allies had articulated 
combined public sector employment with antipoverty activism. It was equitable, transformative, 
and rooted in the knowledge and ability of local communities. The coalition of unionists, 
activists, and educators they assembled in support of this vision made these positions permanent 
within the schools bureaucracy and provided jobs, training, and empowerment to thousands of 
working-class women and their communities in the 1970s. By the end of the decade, however 
changing political, fiscal, and analytic practices at every level of government not only 
undermined this vision but cast paraprofessional labor as expendable, even wasteful. These 
political shifts also weakened the support networks paras had built for their programs by 
undercutting freedom struggles, attacking public-sector unions, and slashing antipoverty and 
social service funding. Paras and their allies could still gather in support of specific measures by 
the 1980s, but the transformative moment – the “paraprofessional movement” – had passed.  
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Epilogue: What Became of Community-Based Educators? 
 
“Poorly educated aides and less experienced teachers became [Title I]’s workhorses, not because 
Title I conspired to send the weakest to the neediest, but because it had to accommodate to most 
local practices … schools recruited aides from their neighborhoods because, given poor salaries 
and tough working conditions in high-poverty schools, it was difficult to find well-qualified 
teachers to work in them. Teachers also liked the help that aides offered, and aides were paid 
less.” 
 
David Cohen and Susan Moffit, The Ordeal of Equality, 2009 
 
“I am an educator, a mother, and a first responder to poverty.” 
 
Sandra Davis, Paraprofessional Educator, Baltimore Public Schools, 2017 
 
I. Who Should Do the Work of Education in New York City in the Twenty-First Century? 
 
 In 2003, New York City Schools Chancellor Joel Klein announced the largest round of 
faculty and staff layoffs in the public school system since 1991. As in the 1975 fiscal crisis, these 
layoffs fell hardest on Black and Hispanic women. Of the 3,200 layoffs announced, nearly 1,000 
targeted paraprofessional jobs. The cuts, ostensibly, were a necessary response to a budget 
shortfall, but in the very same month they were announced, New York City and State jointly 
launched a new recruitment program for “highly qualified” teachers.1  
 Klein, a former corporate litigator with no educational credentials or experience, had 
been chosen by New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg to restructure the school system, 
which was re-centralized at Bloomberg’s request in 2002.2 Klein, like Bloomberg, spoke a color-
blind, market-based language of evaluation and accountability. He regularly attacked local 
politicians and school boards for making “patronage hires” and assailed the United Federation of 
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Teachers (UFT) for supposedly defending bad educators and broken policies for political gain.3 
When the cuts were announced, Klein blamed the union, saying (through a spokesperson), “the 
mayor gave the unions months to come up with potential savings and they never materialized.”4 
UFT president Randi Weingarten replied by pointing to the dissonance between announcing 
layoffs and recruiting new teachers. Noting that many paraprofessional educators had worked 
their way up career ladders to become teachers, Weingarten argued, “This isn't sending a 
message that we want those teachers and that we value their work.”5 
 As the layoffs loomed in June of 2003, the UFT filed suit against Klein, arguing that the 
disproportionate impact of the cuts amounted to racial discrimination. In announcing the suit, 
Weingarten pointed to Klein’s recent hiring of 132 highly-paid administrators, and argued, “'The 
fact that two-thirds of our paras are black and Latino and that the executives who have just been 
hired are not makes this a clear violation of the state's and the city's human rights laws.”6 The 
UFT was joined in their protests by the New York City chapter of Associated Community 
Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN). Bertha Lewis, the director of New York ACORN, 
explained “the laying off of these black and brown women who spend their money in the 
neighborhoods and live in the neighborhoods is tantamount to writing off low-income black and 
brown students in our school system.”7 In response, the Department of Education issued a 
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categorical rejection of the charges, claiming simple economic necessity and adding, “It's unfair 
and really quite sad that they are injecting race and discrimination into the conversation.”8 
 This 2003 conflict served to highlight the many facets of paraprofessional labor and 
organizing in New York City today. As a New York Times article on the lawsuit explained, para-
professional positions were created “in response to pressure from minority residents who wanted 
more control over local schools” and who hoped “many paraprofessionals would become 
teachers, diversifying the overwhelmingly white teaching force.” The story noted that seven 
thousand paras had become teachers since the 1970s, but that the school district still employed a 
majority – sixty-two percent – of white teachers. “Paraprofessionals” the article continued, are 
also more likely than teachers to live near the schools where they work,” and most of them 
“work in overcrowded classrooms, where parent and student advocates say their presence would 
be most acutely missed.” Finally, the Times added, these educators were among the lowest-paid 
people in the school system, taking home approximately $23,000 per year, on average.9 
 Nearly all of these characteristics would have been familiar to the first generation of 
community-based educators, who had gone to work over four decades earlier. New York City’s 
paraprofessionals, in 2003, earned salaries that barely cleared the poverty line. Despite this low 
pay, they worked tirelessly, bringing local knowledge into schools and carrying official 
knowledge back to neighborhoods, where they used their experience and dollars to support their 
communities. Against steep odds, many strove to become teachers. And while they lacked 
educational significance in the eyes of the Schools Chancellor, they had allies in their union and 
local community organizations that would stand up for them and for the value of their labor.  




 Klein, for his part, was not particularly unique in his attack on community-based 
educators. He trod a path blazed by Mayor Ed Koch in the fight over para pensions with the UFT 
in 1978. More broadly, Klein’s strategies and ideas drew from the mainstream of educational 
reform policy and scholarship as it had evolved from the 1980s through the early 2000s. In his 
own post-mortem writing, Klein traced his intellectual lineage to the publication of A Nation at 
Risk in 1983 and the report’s assertion that American public schools were being swamped by a 
“rising tide of mediocrity.” Klein, in his telling, had hoped to “ignite a revolution” in New York 
City Public Schools before being waylaid by the “those defending the status quo - the unions, the 
politicians, the bureaucrats, and the vendors.”10 He sought to fight these entrenched interests by 
hiring the best and the brightest of young, elite teachers and policymakers, including the 
aforementioned 132 administrators, whom Klein insisted were necessary to “tame the 
bureaucracy,” even amid budget cuts and city layoffs.11  
 The evolution of the “ed reform” ideas that Klein made his guiding philosophy reflects, 
in many respects, the broader evolution of social policy, as discussed in Chapter 8.12 The shift to 
“excellence” as the goal of public education – as both described and defined by A Nation at Risk 
– has been constructed, in scholarly and political accounts, as being fundamentally in tension 
with the earlier goal, in the 1950s and 1960s, of educational equity.13 The approaches of many 
“ed reformers” privilege econometric cost-benefit analyses of teacher and program performance, 
metrics of achievement that rely on test scores to assess value. More broadly, these reformers are 
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enamored, as Klein was, with elite education and business acumen, and they are deeply 
suspicious of longtime educators, local political networks, and community-based knowledge. As 
Weingarten herself pointed out, it appears Klein never considered para-professional educators as 
potential teachers as he was laying them off.  
This is not surprising, as mainstream policy writing about education defines community-
based educators as “poorly educated aides” or “unqualified aides.” In their assessment of the 
history of federal educational spending, David Cohen and Susan Moffit tell a different historical 
and contemporary story about paras than the one uncovered by the New York Times in 2003. In 
their telling, paras were hired as workers of last resort, because “given poor salaries and tough 
working conditions in high-poverty schools, it was difficult to find well-qualified teachers” and 
because “aides were paid less.”14 Asking why, in recent years, policymakers did not “keep 
unqualified aides from teaching,” Cohen and Moffit answer that “federal involvement in local 
personnel practices” is blocked by the structures of American federalism and because the AFT, 
in particular, “organized and represented aides and was unlikely to put them out of work.”15 
 Cohen and Moffit’s history depicts community-based educators purely as passive 
“aides”: hired to work because they, and their school systems, had no other options; stumbling 
along ineptly without formal education; protected by a union that wants them for their dues, not 
their abilities. As this dissertation has hopefully shown, this interpretation is flawed in several 
ways. Civil rights activists campaigned for years to push cities to launch local hiring programs. 
They partnered with antipoverty practitioners and progressive teacher unionists to develop 
experimental programs and exert more pressure on local boards of education. Together, these 
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three constellations of actors and institutions developed a three-part rationale for local hiring: 
improving instruction, connecting schools and communities and creating jobs. The working-
class, Black and Hispanic women who took up this triple challenge transformed the social and 
institutional geography of schooling and working in American cities. They did so not with elite 
credentials or cutting-edge technology, but through three strategies born of freedom struggles. 
They practiced activist mothering, which sustained students, parents, and neighborhoods and 
gave voice to their needs and desires in institutional settings. They built coalitions among 
working women, which nurtured networks of allies to secure and expand community-based 
education and to project political power more broadly. They strove for collective advancement 
by providing educational opportunities to their students and parents, and by building career 
ladders and then climbing them to become more effective educators and, in some cases, teachers.  
 The historical perspective on community-based educators advanced by Klein, Cohen, and 
Moffit, however, has political power in the present. It defines these educators as uneducated, 
rendering them definitionally incapable of contributing to educational “excellence.” It renders 
local knowledge suspect, not salutary, and defines these jobs as “patronage hires,” not the work 
of education. As Randi Weingarten noted in 2003, it passes judgment not just on the value of 
their particular labor, but on the possibility of finding high-quality teachers in neighborhoods 
where opportunities for elite credentialing have not, historically, been made available. If 
community-based educators in the 1960s made educative spaces out of segregated places, the 
rhetoric of reform returns us to the deficit model, consigning these places and the people who 
inhabit them to poverty unless they can secure the aid of powerful outsiders. 
 In 2003, the combination of the union’s suit and local pressure forced Klein to modify his 
layoffs and retain most, though not all, of these jobs. However, the question remains: how did we 
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get here? Forty years prior, in 1973, the AFT’s handbook for “Organizing Paraprofessionals” 
declared, “the paraprofessional movement is a nationwide phenomenon” and “paraprofessionals 
are here to stay!” This movement came under attack in the late 1970s, and it suffered, as well, 
from internal divisions between activists, unionists, and policymakers. While the full story of 
community education since the 1980s deserves another dissertation, it is charted briefly here. 
II. External Conflict and Internal Conflict: Community-Based Educators Since 1980 
 UFT and AFT organizer Velma Murphy Hill recalled in 2011 that managing the diverse 
group of community-based educators who made up the UFT’s paraprofessional chapter was 
always a challenge. As she put it, “I don't remember a year where we didn't have some external 
conflict that created internal conflict.”16 Much the same could be said of the coalition that 
supported community-based educational programs. Grassroots activists, antipoverty warriors, 
and teacher unionists had always made for strange bedfellows, even in the best of times. In the 
1980s, this coalition faced hostile politicians and policies at every level of government. These 
outside forces weakened each of these constellations, and they undermined the links between 
them that community-based educators had forged. At the same time, the contradictions and 
tensions within and between each of these constellations grew stronger and more apparent in the 
1980s and 1990s. Together, these external and internal factors slowly sidelined the broad, 
transformative vision that community-based educators had advanced for education.  
 Individuals and organizations in the black freedom struggle took many paths in the 
1970s, but by the 1980s, many former activists had either established themselves within systems 
of power or become permanent gadflies, increasingly marginalized by the rightward shift in 
American politics. Preston Wilcox, after the end of Afram’s participation in Follow Through 
                                                
16 Velma Murphy Hill, Interview with the Author, November 7, 2011.  
 428 
programming, took the latter route. As a scholar and Harlem elder, he wrote and appeared 
frequently in New York until his death in 2006, a radical critic of the status quo to the end. As he 
noted, in pencil, on one report, Afram lost its place in Follow Through because he and his team 
“refused to go along to get along.”17 Wilcox had no plans to “go along” in the 1980s, either. 
 Many former activists did, however, find themselves making the compromises necessary 
to acquire formal political power. When the New York State Assembly finally passed a law to 
grant pensions to paraprofessionals in 1983 – over Mayor Koch’s objections – former 
community control leaders Albert Vann and Aurelia Greene cast votes for it as members of the 
Assembly. The chair of the Education Committee, which brought the bill to the floor, was Jose 
E. Serrano, who had been hired as a paraprofessional in the Bronx’s District Nine by Greene’s 
husband, Jerome Greene.18 Like Marian Rose, whose ascent to Democratic District Leader in the 
Bronx opens Chapter 8, these former activists and community-based educators had moved into 
formal positions of power, and when the opportunity arose, they served as valued allies. 19  
 These politicians almost immediately came under fire from Ed Koch as “poverty pimps,” 
language Joel Klein echoed in accusing them of “patronage hires” thirty years later.20 These 
accusations, and the language in which they were couched, were always political beyond the 
particulars; they were designed not just to accuse individuals, but also to delegitimize the social 
welfare state that these politicians now controlled. As Heather Lewis shows, many hardworking 
educators and activists achieved tremendous success in New York City’s decentralized districts, 
                                                
17 Handwritten sheet accompanying report of 1975. PWP Box 31, Folder 7.  
18 UFT Bulletin/New York Teacher “Jose E. Serrano: From UFT Para to Top Assembly Post” May 1, 1983, UFT 
Box 255, Folder 2.  
19 “School to Cite Black Parent for Unity Efforts” New York Times, February 13, 1975. 
20 Soffer, Ed Koch and the Rebuilding of New York City; Klein, “The Failure of American Schools.” 
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despite the fact that every mayor from Abe Beame onward damned them as corrupt in seeking 
mayoral control of schools.21 Nonetheless, instances of corruption cropped up with depressing 
frequency, leading to a vicious cycle in some districts that drove committed parent activists out 
of school board politics and left these posts to more unscrupulous individuals. Corruption in 
District 5 – Central Harlem – is discussed in Chapter 4. In District 9, the entire School Board was 
dissolved in 1988 after allegations of extortion, drug dealing, and teacher intimidation surfaced. 
While the Greenes were not personally implicated in these events, they found themselves on trial 
two years later for the alleged theft of a baby grand piano from a nearby school.22 They were not 
convicted, but the accusations generated more turmoil in the District, and made it harder for 
them and their allies to seek funding and political allies.  
 Even for scrupulous administrators and politicians, the increasingly limited funds 
available for education and social programs more broadly made it difficult to support robust 
programs of public-sector job creation. Community-based educators benefitted, surely, from the 
security and incremental gains provided by these allies. However, as a path to expanding these 
programs and realizing their potential, political office proved a hollow prize. 23 
 Austerity budgets hit antipoverty programs and practitioners hard, as well. The twenty 
percent cut to educational funding authorized by Congress in Ronald Reagan first term all but 
wiped out many programs that the “New Careerists” had developed in the 1970s.24 On the 
ground in New York City, programs that had received federal funding, first from the Office of 
                                                
21 Lewis, New York City Public Schools from Brownsville to Bloomberg. 
22 Robert D. McFadden, “Jury Acquits 3 In the Removal Of School Piano,” The New York Times, March 16, 1990, 
http://www.nytimes.com/1990/03/16/nyregion/jury-acquits-3-in-the-removal-of-school-piano.html. 
23  Friesema, “Black Control of Central Cities: The Hollow Prize,” Kraus and Swanstrom, “Minority Mayors and the 
Hollow-Prize Problem.”  
24 McGuinn, No Child Left Behind and the Transformation of Federal Education Policy, 1965-2005, 41-42. 
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Economic Opportunity and later from the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act 
(CETA), found themselves scrambling for foundation and private support in the 1980s.25 As 
historian Tamar Carroll shows, this process subjected organizations led by working-class people 
and radical human services allies to new scrutiny and oversight, and reduced their capacity for 
certain kinds of political organizing. The New Careerists, after the Career Opportunities Program 
ended, followed federal funding streams. Frank Riessman wrote extensively on mental health in 
his later years, and Alan Gartner became a leading authority on special education, in which 
paraprofessional educators increasingly played key roles.26 However, their influence in 
educational policy, so important to the rise of a national “New Careers” movement, had faded. 
 The United Federation of Teachers continued to represent community-based educators, 
and does to this day; its paraprofessional chapter currently numbers over 24,000 members.27 In 
the 1980s, the UFT continued to fight for paraprofessionals on particular issues. In 1980, the 
union challenged a State Assembly law that would have required all paras, including those who 
had been on the job for a decade, to acquire high school diplomas and college credits.28 As 
austerity budgets continued to plague the public school system, the UFT also developed a 
program called PRESS (Paraprofessionals Retrained for Employment as School Secretaries) to 
retrain laid-off paraprofessionals as school secretaries and as secretaries for private industry.29  
                                                
25 Carroll, Mobilizing New York. 
26 Lee A. Daniels, “Changes in Special Education Urged,” The New York Times, February 3, 1988, 
http://www.nytimes.com/1988/02/03/us/education-changes-in-special-education-urged.html; Stuart Lavietes, “Frank 
Riessman, 79, Dies; Promoted Self-Help Movement,” The New York Times, March 14, 2004, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2004/03/14/nyregion/frank-riessman-79-dies-promoted-self-help-movement.html. 
27 UFT Paraprofessional Chapter, http://www.uft.org/chapters/paraprofessionals (accessed April 2, 2017)  
28 Letter from Sandra Feldman to Paraprofessional Chapter, May, 16, 1980, UFT Box 172, Folder 50.  
29 Paraprofessionals: Project PRESS, 1981, UFT Box 80, Folder 16. 
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Nationally, the AFT continued to organize paras. In speeches at national conferences in 
1985, 1986, and 1988, Albert Shanker celebrated the fact that community-based educators 
remained the fastest-growing group in the union, and he lauded the efforts of paraprofessional 
locals in Cincinnati and San Francisco to bring teachers back to the AFT from the rival NEA.30 
The union acknowledged the difficulty of operating in the Reagan years; one year after the 
president fired striking air traffic controllers, the AFT chose as their 1982 conference theme for 
paraprofessionals: “Year of Survival.”31 However, even in the face of cutbacks, layoffs, and 
policy shifts away from community-based education, both locally and nationally, teacher unions 
continued to celebrate the unionization of paras. In 1988, the UFT published a small pamphlet 
for its members titled “Yes, I Can: The Triumph of the UFT's Classroom Paraprofessionals.” The 
text opened with the assertion, “The story of New York's paraprofessionals is the story of the 
American Dream.”32 Such assertions served the union well as publicity and inspiration to 
members in all job categories, but as critics such as Clarence Taylor noted, they did not 
necessarily translate to the empowerment of paras, either in classrooms or union halls.33  
Where did community-based educators themselves stand amid these upheavals? A 
dissertation from 1985 offers a brief statistical portrait. Fourteen years after the Paraprofessional-
Teacher Education Program (PTEP) was launched at CUNY, two thousand paras had become 
teachers, and they “generally experience[d] great success in their new career, due mainly to their 
                                                
30 Albert Shanker Speeches: 1985, Box 63, Folder 96; 1986, Box 64, Folder 22; 1988, Box 65, Folder 61. AFT-
Shanker. 
31 “A Year of Survival” AFT National Conference of Paraprofessionals UFT Box 210 Folder 8. On the air traffic 
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experience as paraprofessionals.”34 In addition to moving into teaching, the career ladder had 
promoted mobility in other ways. Since 1970, author Gary Goldenback noted, six thousand paras 
had earned associate’s degrees, five thousand had earned bachelor’s degrees, and three hundred 
had earned “other” master’s degrees (outside of teaching degrees). Goldenbeck cited general 
studies on the success of paras, and noted bilingual paras, in particular, “had proven invaluable in 
promoting student growth.” 35 However, the path to teaching remained arduous, and far more so 
following the closing of PTEP in the early 1980s. For most paras, the opportunity to become 
teachers was more of a dream than a viable option, though, as discussed in the introduction, the 
presence of a career ladder served, in the memories of many paras, to validate their abilities.  
Since the 1980s, paraprofessional wages have stagnated, even as teacher salaries rise. In 
1985, the top-earning paras made only $2,000 less than starting teachers.36 Today, para salaries 
start at $23,614, and the highest-paid paras make $37,565 to $39,291 (the latter with at least 
fifteen years’ experience).37 Starting teachers at the lowest salary rate, by contrast, earn $54,000 
per year.38 The question Randi Weingarten asked of Joel Klein has been rephrased to the UFT’s 
leadership by some members on social media: when teacher salaries rise steadily but para 
salaries do not, what does that say about the relative value of these educators and members?  
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35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Paraprofessional Salary Schedule, Office of Salary Services, New York City Department of Education, 
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III. An “Educational Precariat” or Something More?  
Today, a community-based educator working at the lowest paraprofessional salary level 
in New York City takes home $312.50 every two weeks, after taxes. Even at higher levels, paras 
make barely enough to make ends meet in the five boroughs, and many work one or two 
additional jobs, often in childcare roles as after-school or weekend tutors, caretakers, or program 
supervisors. Working alongside a teaching and administrative corps that, after trends toward 
desegregation in the 1970s and 1980s, hails from white middle and upper-middle-class 
backgrounds and training, many paraprofessionals routinely feel marginalized and unwelcome.  
Where does this leave a history of the “paraprofessional movement?” At one level, this 
work seems to have followed a similar downward trajectory to a great many service-sector jobs 
worked primarily by Black and Hispanic women in the age of austerity and neoliberalism. While 
highly trained, mostly white professionals are paid well for their intellectual acumen and 
expertise, the work of social reproduction, including care work, discipline, and community 
building, is left to women workers who labor “in the shadow of the welfare state.”39 The 
stratification of educational labor seems to reflect the larger stratification of the American 
workforce, and from one angle, to have relegated paras to the status of an educational precariat. 
Such an assessment, however politically useful for calling attention to the marginalized 
status of community-based educators, is not quite accurate. Paraprofessional educators may earn 
similar salaries to those who work in home health care, sales, food service, and similarly 
precarious industries. However, they are unionized, with access to health care, benefits, pensions, 
and a measure of job security that, while not equivalent to teacher tenure, provides real stability. 
After paras finally received pensions in 1983, paraprofessional and UFT organizer Marian Thom 
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made the rounds of schools on the Lower East Side, urging her colleagues to sign up. Many of 
them, she recalled, did not fully comprehend the benefit, and decades, later, she received stunned 
phone calls from these women. One para reported bringing the first pension statement home to 
her husband and son, who exclaimed, “We never knew you had that much money!” Thom was 
thrilled, and reminder her friend of the years they had spent organizing to win these funds.40   
This dissertation has argued that community-based educators and the movement they 
built with their allies are worthy of study for two reasons: to understand what this organizing 
accomplished, and to recover and rethink the visions of schooling, work, politics, and social 
welfare that they advanced. The “paraprofessional movement” created thousands of jobs for 
working-class women, primarily Black and Hispanic, but also Asian American, Native 
American, and white. These have always been working-class jobs, even at the height of local and 
national investment in this work, but they were and remain valuable assets, both for the 
individuals who work them and for the schools and neighborhoods in which these women work. 
As noted above, they share many characteristics with the new “precariat” working class, but 
paras are not nearly as precarious in their positions as many such workers.  
The continued presence of community-based educators in schools is not just a testament 
to the struggles of an earlier generation. While they are not necessarily empowered to do so, or 
even compensated for their extracurricular labors, most of these educators, in New York and 
nationally, continue to live in the neighborhoods where they work, and to work as conduits 
between home and school in many capacities. Their efforts in schools, communities, and union 
halls create opportunities to reimagine community-based education in the twenty-first century.   
* * * * * 
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Standing in the cold in Baltimore shortly after the election of Donald J. Trump, 
paraprofessional educator Sandra Davis introduced herself to her union, the Baltimore Teachers 
Union. “I am an educator, a mother, and a first responder to poverty,” she declared, “and I have a 
message for our president.”41 Davis was speaking at a rally to raise the minimum wage. In doing 
so, she invoked a definition of herself and her labor that would have been easily recognizable to 
the women who led the struggle to create and sustain programs of community-based hiring.  
Davis was not alone in challenging the new regime from her position as a community-
based educator. In January, Ma’lena Wirth, a bilingual paraprofessional, union organizer, and 
community advocate in the small Eastern Oregon town of Baker City, published a post for the 
AFT’s Paraprofessional and School-Related Personnel (PSRP) Chapter. On their blog, she noted 
that her immigrant students and their parents had been seeking her out for help since the election. 
In her local paper, she had promised to protect these families to the best of her ability, in part by 
working with her connections at the school district and in local law enforcement.42 To the AFT’s 
PSRP chapter, however, she had a broader message and a call to arms. The state of the nation, 
she agreed, felt threatening, “but we know how to mobilize. We know how to activate our co-
workers and our communities. We know how to bring about change.”43  
The words of Davis and Wirth point to a world of community-based education, and 
transformative visions for it, that is beginning to emerge once again in schools, unions, and 
politics. In 2012, the Chicago Teachers Union (CTU) led a campaign and strike that was widely 
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hailed in the American labor movement as a model for the future.44 The union built tremendous 
parent and community support for its contract demands, and this visible backing when the CTU 
went out on strike helped push the city to the bargaining table. Afterward, CTU President Karen 
Lewis explained that paraprofessional educators were invaluable conduits between her union and 
local residents. “Paraprofessionals, those are the people that actually have experience with 
children in that neighborhood, because they by and large work in the neighborhood where they 
live” Lewis noted in an interview with Dissent. “We’re working together with them because 
school closings affect all of us.” 45 Chicago is also home to the groundbreaking parent-
engagement work of the Logan Square Neighborhood Association, chronicled by Soo Hong, 
which serves as the model for Illinois’ “Grow Your Own Teacher” program.46 In New York 
City, the Bilingual Pupil Services program works wonders with a team of high school interns, 
college-age paraprofessionals, and teachers drawn from the ranks of these paras.47 The UFT and 
the city have recently announced a new slate of “career ladder” programs, as well.48  
Studying community-based educators, then and now, reveals a history of social and 
political organizing in and about schooling that transformed public education, the black freedom 
struggle, the labor movement, and the social welfare state. This organizing continued long after 
the flashbulbs and funding that put these movements in the spotlight began to dissipate in the late 
1960s. By charting the long trajectory of this organizing deep into the 1970s, we can see, as the 
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late British social theorist Stuart Hall wrote, that “social forces which lose out in any particular 
historical period do not thereby disappear from the terrain of struggle; nor is struggle in such 
circumstances suspended.” 49  Community-based educators worked for two decades at the 
forefront of a movement for educational transformation and equity, and they have continued to 
pursue those goals up to the present day, albeit under adverse circumstances. However, as the 
consensus that supported the educational reforms of the 2000s dissipates, and as new demands 
for school equity emerge alongside new movements for social and economic justice, the active 
labor and the transformative potential of community-based educators are coming back into view.  
Despite the budget cuts and policy shifts that have impoverished urban public education, 
over one million community-based paraprofessional educators work in public schools today. The 
history of how they got there reveals much about the persistence of public sector unions, the 
integration of the teaching corps, and the ongoing evolution of struggles for jobs and freedom. 
Community-based educators imagined a more equitable, democratic future for American cities. 
The history of their organizing in the 1960s and 1970s cannot offer simple lessons or portable 
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